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Предговор/Foreword 

Welcome to the second volume of the ESIDRP Proceedings which contains papers from the international 

conference English Studies at the Interface of Disciplines: Research and Practice (ESIDRP). The 

conference, organised by the Department of English language and literature, took place in March 11-13th, 

2019, at Blazhe Koneski Faculty of Philology, Ss. Cyril and Methodus University in Skopje, R. N. 

Macedonia. 

The focus of this conference is interdisciplinarity, and it encourages scholars to present work that 

combines academic disciplines in order to understand better complex matters explored from various 

perspectives. The conference participants presented work combining disciplines such as linguistics 

(theoretical and applied), culture, intercultural education, literary theory, media studies, ethnography, 

foreign language teaching, sports, artificial intelligence, music, and philosophy.  Besides scholars, the 

conference organisers invited practitioners who work in high schools, private language schools or have 

valuable experience teaching languages and literature to present their teaching practices. The session in 

which students presented posters with current research was impressive and inspired beneficial discussions. 

Interdisciplinary collaborations are complex and usually the explorations focus on the English language 

and Anglo-centered literature raising the possibility of preferred academic dominance. Many of the 

authors presented in the Proceedings questioned what happens when ideas from one discipline are brought 

into another through the use of English. Specifically, the following issues and concepts were addressed: 

task engagement in foreign language teaching, epistemic injustice, hate speech, power relation in teaching, 

artificial intelligence and machine learning, EFL assessment, music, female madness, ethnocentrism, 

Game of Thrones and Alice in Wonderland. 

We would like to thank the Organising Committee chaired by prof. Kalina Maleska, the Faculty of 

Philology and Ss. Cyril and Methodius University for providing all the needed support, funding and 

facilities. Through the Fulbright Exchange Program and The Embassy of the United States we were able 

to invite a Fulbright scholar to give a plenary talk. Without student volunteers conferences are hard, even 

sometimes impossible, to be organised. Their developing devotion to academic activities, along with their 

growing professionalism should be counted as another positive outcome of the conference and the 

Proceedings. 



FOREWORD 

viii 
 

As editors we are pleased that we have managed to compile this volume during difficult times marked by 

COVID-19. That is one of the main reasons why this year the Proceedings are published online online. 

All the papers included underwent blind review by members of the international editorial board listed 

above. The volume consists of 22 papers, all written in English, with examples in some other languages 

if that was the focus of the analysis of the authors. The manuscripts are categorized in three sections: 1. 

plenary talks, 2. linguistics (Theoretical Inquiry, Applied linguistics, ELT, Translation and Interpreting) 

and 3. literature, translation and culture. Each section presents various topics most of which can be used 

practically and help readers think deeper about ideologies behind the processes of language use. 

So, dear readers, we wish you a pleasant journey though the ESIDRP Conference Proceedings 2019! 
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Joy Egbert 

Washington State University, Pullman 
USA 

DOI / УДК: 37.091.3-028.27:81'243(73) 

TASK ENGAGEMENT AS A FACILITATOR OF 
ACHIEVEMENT IN (LANGUAGE) LEARNING 

Abstract 
Task engagement has been linked to achievement in a variety of disciplines, but to date it still has not been 

clearly defined. This paper first presents the problem of learners’ lack of achievement, and then defines 

and proposes facilitators of task engagement that can lead to achievement. It then discusses how teachers 

can approach task engagement, and how such engagement might be facilitated with the use of technology. 

Finally, the paper posits questions that future research can address. 

Keywords: task, engagement, technology, authenticity, challenge, autonomy, social 
interaction 

1. Introduction 
As busy teachers, we can neglect to reflect on our students’ views of classrooms and learning tasks. When 

we do so, we should think about times when we were bored or frustrated in language class. We might ask 

ourselves, “Why was I bored? How did the boredom affect what I learned? What could my teachers have 

done to involve or help me?” This is one of the issues that the study of task engagement is meant to 

address. The purposes of this paper are to: 1) share what much of the literature on task engagement says 

to date; 2) suggest options and opportunities for teachers and learners to facilitate/experience engagement; 

3) provide examples of task engagement from different instructional areas; 4) briefly suggest ways in 

which technology might be used to support task engagement; and, 5) be descriptive, not prescriptive. In 

other words, the contents of this article provide food for thought rather than a strict menu of to-dos. The 

title of this paper uses the word “language” in parentheses because, although language learning is the 

emphasis of this paper, the principles and concepts presented here apply across disciplines.  
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2. Issues in English teaching and learning 
In the US, a lack of task engagement in language classrooms can lead to boredom, lack of achievement, 

low test scores, negative schooling experiences, and negative overall impressions of school (Murphy, 

2014; USDoE, 2018). The extant literature, and teacher and learner anecdotes from around the world, 

provide evidence that these issues occur in language classrooms around the world. Clearly, these are issues 

to be avoided if possible.  

In order to understand the importance of task engagement in addressing these issues, it is first necessary 

to understand how languages are learned. Because there is not yet sufficient evidence of the specific brain-

based processes that lead to language learning, it is informative to reference the work of Spolsky (1989), 

who posited conditions for language learning that still hold relevance (see Figure 1). 

Knowledge in the future (Kf) = Knowledge in the present (Kp) + Ability (A) + Motivation (M) + Opportunity (O) 

Figure 1. Spolsky’s conditions for language learning 

This figure presents the idea that knowledge in the future is what we expect learners to gain as a result of 

instruction. Achieving this knowledge is based in part on what learners know when they come to class 

(this can include personal, academic, and other knowledge); however, knowledge in the present is a 

learner-feature that teachers cannot affect. In addition, learners must have the ability to learn (in other 

words, to intake language input, produce language output, notice language forms and feedback, and 

participate in social interaction); again, teachers cannot affect learner abilities. Further, learners should 

have some level of motivation that leads them to study. Teachers may be able to indirectly affect learner 

extrinsic motivation, but intrinsic motivation is individual to learners and based mostly on factors that 

teachers do not control.  Most important, learners must have the opportunities they need to learn language.  

The literature provides evidence that opportunities for language learning should include comprehensible 

input (Lee, 2018), useful feedback (Nassaji, 2018), and chances to work with other learners and experts 

(Long, 2018), at a minimum. Opportunity is the one condition in the model that teachers can affect 

directly, and, therefore, a focus on the opportunities offered to learners is crucial for teacher education. 

Overall,  

• Classroom opportunities are central to instructed learning.  
• The type of opportunity matters.  
• Students need to take the opportunities presented to them in order to learn from them. 



SECTION 1: PLENARY TALKS 

 4 

If the learner is bored, distracted, frustrated, or otherwise unengaged with the opportunities presented, it 

is likely that achievement will be impacted. That means that task engagement is vital for language learning. 

3. What is task engagement? 
As noted previously, focusing on task engagement in classroom opportunities that they are provided is 

one way to help learners achieve (Borysenko, 2018). A task is a classroom activity or exercise with  

• clear goals,  
• a sequence or process for meeting those goals, and  
• a specific beginning and end. 

A task includes a number of different elements, including goals, materials, group formations, process, 

modes, assessments, and products (Egbert & Ernst-Slavit, 2010). 

Engagement in a task means involvement, which can be seen on a scale from completely unengaged (or 

“disengaged”) to total engagement, or what Csikzentmihalyi (2014) describes as the phenomenon of 

“flow.” Task engagement has been linked in the literature to learner achievement (Gunuc, 2014; Reeve & 

Lee, 2014). Evidence has even supported the idea that deep task engagement can moderate the effect of 

home, community, and school level variables on student outcomes (Christenson & Reschly, 2013; 

Stockard & Mayberry, 1985). In other words, if a student did not have breakfast, or is being bullied on the 

way to school, or does not score well on standardized tests, they can still learn by being deeply involved 

in a task (Fraser, 1986).  

Although past research has often conflated task engagement and motivation, task engagement is different 

from, but related to, the concept of motivation (Guilloteaux & Dörnyei, 2008). Figure 2 represents this 

relationship.  

Motivation can be seen as a student’s interest in English and willingness to take English classes for some 

reason. Task engagement is involvement in what happens when they are already in the classroom. Students 

can be motivated but get to class and be disengaged from the activities that they are required to do; on the 

other hand, being engaged in class tasks and finding success in learning can increase the student’s 

motivation for English.  

  



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 5 

 

Figure 2. Relationship between motivation and task engagement 

4. Engagement facilitators 
Although researchers have proposed a variety of definitions of task engagement, the literature across 

disciplines, theories, and practices provides a list of six common facilitators of task engagement (see, for 

example, Egbert & Borysenko, 2019; Marzano & Pickering, 2011). These facilitators are described below, 

along with examples from three areas of English study: literature, teaching, and linguistics. 

4.1. Authenticity 
Authenticity can be defined as aspects of the task that students perceive as “real” or useful to their 

lives and goals both inside and outside of class. Figure 3 presents aspects of authenticity that may facilitate 

task engagement. 

Element of Authenticity Description 

Curricular Why students are studying this topic/task, how it 
relates to student goals 

Academic How the task relates to other things they have 
studied 

Pedagogical Why they are studying it in this specific way 
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Personal How it relates to their lives outside of school 
 

Materials What kinds of materials students like to use; what 
they see as authentic for learning and life 

Task Types What types of tasks students like to do; what they 
see as authentic for (language) learning 

Language What types of language or content students find 
authentic 

Figure 3. Authenticity facilitator 

What a student will find authentic depends on that student; when teachers know their students well, it 

is easier to create tasks that they will find authentic. Figure 4 points out possible authentic tasks in the 

three areas of study noted above. 

Area of Study Possible Authentic Tasks 

Literature Getting to choose a book to read, using song lyrics as literature, popular poetry 

Teaching News, movies, music 

Linguistics Linguistic corpus of students’ chosen reading or online sites 

Figure 4. Examples of possible authentic tasks 

4.2. Interest  
Asking students to complete an interest inventory (see, for example, Alber, 2017) can help teachers 

figure out what topics to present and, in curricula where the topics are already chosen, how to help students 

become interested in the topic. Relating task elements to something in which the students have an interest 

can help them to engage in the overall task. In literature this may include different genres such as anime, 

historical fiction, and women’s literature; whatever the text, the teacher can give a book talk about each 

of the potential texts to pique students’ interest. In teaching, interest can be aroused by telling students 

how they will use the skills/knowledge that are the outcomes of the task. In linguistics, encouraging 

students to share their findings after they have investigated the use of an aspect of the target language may 

help keep the whole class interested.  

  



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 7 

4.3. Challenge/skills balance 
Csikzentmihalyi (2014) posited that when both task challenge and learners’ skills are high, learners 

are in the zone where they can learn the most. In other situations, where the challenge is too high or 

students’ skills are too high for the challenge, learners may be bored or frustrated, leading to 

disengagement. One way to address the challenge/skills balance for all the students in a classroom is to 

differentiate instruction (Tomlinson, 2003). Differentiation means providing different avenues to the 

learning goal for groups of students based on needs, talents, and abilities. Examples of differentiated 

instruction can be found on the web at sites like https://education.cu-portland.edu/blog/classroom-

resources/examples-of-differentiated-instruction/. Figure 5 provides ideas for balancing students’ skills 

with the task challenge.  

Area of Study Practical Idea 

Literature Book clubs, in which students read and share texts at their own levels. 

Teaching Newsela.com has news articles at six different levels so that all students 
are working toward the same language goals but at the appropriate level 
of difficulty. 

Linguistics Students work in groups with a language corpus to come up with rules for 
the use of a specific lexical or syntactic item, some of which are more 
easily understood and described than others. 

Figure 5. Ideas for differentiating instruction 

4.4. Autonomy/structure balance 
While the teacher typically sets up opportunities for differentiated instruction, an autonomy/structure 

balance for students requires that teachers allow students to make one or more of the choices of task 

elements. Because the need for autonomy and structure varies by student and task, teachers can provide 

more instruction and feedback for students who want it, and allow students who prefer more autonomy to 

make more of their choices. Figure 6 presents choices in products for tasks in the different language areas. 
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Area of Study Choices 

Literature Produce a book advertisement, a summary, or a video trailer for the book 

Teaching Write a song, act it out, create a quiz for others, make a poster 

Linguistics Create a graphic, write a paper, or produce a video around the language item 
under study 

Figure 6. Product choices in language tasks 

4.5. Social interaction  
Social interaction indicates with whom and when students can argue, explain, ask, reflect out loud, 

compare, and so on. Because social interaction means negotiating meaning creatively, interaction with a 

computer cannot currently be considered social; however, interaction around or through a computer can. 

Teachers can integrate a variety of social interactions into each task, but the caveat that more engaging 

social interaction is built around topics that have not been previously discussed repetitively. For example, 

for literature, students can be asked to reply to text reviews on Goodreads (www.goodreads.com) or 

similar websites, or they can be asked to collaboratively turn a scene from a text-based narrative into a 

play format. Learners studying language teaching can post their lessons to a public learning space, join 

webinars around teaching, or create tasks together. Linguistics students can exchange products with fluent 

target language speakers, create linguistic biographies of native speakers, or share their thoughts through 

dialog journals. For programs with limited or no access to technology, intraclass exchanges, or work with 

local younger students can create opportunities for social interaction within the program. 

4.6. Support and feedback 
Many students have had the experience of being frustrated while completing language tasks because 

of the lack of crucial support exactly when they have needed it. Further, receiving cryptic teacher 

comments on an essay two weeks after the essay was written can not only discourage engagement with 

the feedback, but also inhibit learning. For students to be fully engaged with the task, relevant support and 

feedback should be available during the task. The support and feedback can come from the teacher, other 

students, or experts in the topic, and it should be substantive, sufficient, just in time, focused, and 

individualized. Not all of the support or feedback has to be face to face; teachers can create support 

documents such as handouts, resource lists, and worksheets and provide real time feedback as students 
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write in Google Docs or another synchronous interaction application. Intermittent checks during the task 

and feedback from strategies like exit slips (Reading Rockets, 2019) during and after the task can help the 

teacher understand whether students have enough support and feedback. 

4.7. Summary 
Overall, task engagement can occur when an optimal combination of the facilitators is available for 

the student. To review, these facilitators are: 

1. The task is authentic to the students, not just to the teacher; 
2. The task is interesting to the students and the teacher; 
3. There is a challenge/skills balance; 
4. There are opportunities for social interaction; 
5. Autonomy and structure are balanced; 
6. Support is available; feedback is immediate and useful.  

To date, the literature does not provide evidence for what level of each facilitator is necessary in what 

contexts for which students; however, teachers can work toward developing engaging tasks by following 

these guidelines: 

• Learning about students and building tasks from their strengths, interests, and abilities. 
• Not doing what students can do, including creating tasks and quizzes, making choices, and so on. 
• Modelling, providing resources, and providing just-in-time feedback. 
• Always providing learners with a reason to listen to the teacher and to peers. 
• Providing choices to reach the same goal. 
• Considering students’ activity, agency, and goals. 

Further, teachers can help their students engage and achieve by ensuring that: 

• Students are not passive listeners or repeaters. 
• Students read, write, discuss, and create to solve problems. 
• Higher-order thinking skills are supported. 
• The classroom focus is on community over competition. (But not always.) 
• Learners answer essential questions – What? How? Why? 

The number of ideas here may seem overwhelming to teachers at first; however, by working with one 

idea at a time and observing student responses, teachers can gradually develop tasks that address multiple 

facilitators and guidelines. 
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5. Technology use for engagement 
As noted previously, technology is not necessary for task engagement, but its use can certainly make it 

easier in many ways (Egbert & Abobaker, 2017; Egbert & Shahrokni, 2018). Table 1 presents brief 

examples of ways that technology use can support the development of engaging language tasks, along 

with sample technologies that teachers can use.  

Task Goal Supporting Technologies 

Provide opportunities for 
comprehensible, multimodal, authentic 
input  

Employing captioned or subtitled movies; graphics with 
text; maps; messaging apps; audio with scripts (YouTube, 
TeacherTube, TedTalks/TED ESL). 

Support group work/social interaction Using a video, podcast, graphic, or text to start a discussion; 
students post their stories, explanations, or clarifications to 
the class LMS for responses; groups post on Twitter, 
LinkedIn, WeChat, and other social media platforms; 
VoiceThread tasks around controversial issues allow 
students to post in text, voice, or graphics. 

Provide ways to address students’ 
interests 

Students create a regular news show or podcast based on 
interesting photos they take, books they read, or linguistic 
items of interest to others; readings and grammar exercises 
are based on students’ favorite web sites. 

Use multiple ways/people to provide 
feedback 

The teacher can “observe” student writing synchronously 
and provide feedback just in time with Google Docs; 
Playposit can be used to provide the teacher with student 
feedback during video clips so that she can respond to 
students who do not understand; keypal groups are 
available all over the web to make connections with. 

Provide choices and a balance of 
autonomy/structure 

WebQuests (webquest.org) have built-in engagement 
strategies; using Jeopardy (jeopardylabs.com), students can 
build their own games/quizzes, use premade content from 
the site, or use the teacher’s version; students can write and 
publish their own stories with apps like storyjumper.com. 

Balance challenge and skills Using graded online readers; using text sets (see 
https://libguides.geneseo.edu/c.php?g=67346&p=434759 
for an explanation); exercise sets on the same topic from 
web sites with different levels of difficulty  
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Provide teachers with resources, 
opportunities for development, and 
ways to engage themselves and their 
students. 

Lesson plan banks; videos of engaging strategies; teachers 
can search Pinterest to find lessons of student interest, 
materials for text sets, handouts and worksheets, and 
strategy explanations. 

Table 1. Task goals and supporting technologies 

There are probably as many ways to use technology to facilitate task engagement as there are potential 

tasks. Teachers can move slowly, trying one at a time, to see which technology uses are the most engaging 

for reaching class goals. 

6. Research questions to answer 
Clearly, much is unknown about task engagement in language classrooms. However, the amount of 

research on all aspects of engagement is growing quickly. Important questions to be answered include the 

following:  

• What is the relationship among the task facilitators? 
• What role does culture play in task engagement? 
• What roles can technology play in task engagement? 
• What is the relationship between task engagement and learning outcomes in different contexts?  
• Are the engagement facilitators effective across contexts?  

Most important, classroom action research, particularly that involving both researchers and teachers, can 

help shed light on the processes and outcomes of task engagement across classroom language learning 

contexts.  

7. Conclusion 
Overall, it is not the task or the technology use that engages students, but the way the teacher develops 

and implements the task and applies technology use to it. The more that task engagement facilitators can 

be embedded into the task, the more likely it is that the task will engage students, and that they will learn. 

The expectation is not that every student will be deeply engaged in every activity, but that every attempt 

is made to engage students in as many tasks as possible. 
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LANGUAGING AND EPISTEMIC INJUSTICE: ENGLISH AT 
THE INTERCULTURAL INTERFACE 

Abstract 
In an era of increasingly interconnected knowledge-work, and more frequent interdisciplinary research 

collaboration, what role can and does English play? Interdisciplinary collaboration is notoriously difficult, 

and knowledge flows between disciplines have been critiqued for privileging certain voices from certain 

contexts (geographic and disciplinary) in certain languages (e.g. English), thereby raising the possibility 

of epistemic injustice. English, as the global language of our time, is at the interface of such concerns. It 

is also a major medium for intercultural encounters of an inter-knowledging character. What happens 

when ideas from one discipline are brought - through the medium of English - into another? And what are 

the implications — for English language specialists (including teachers, translators, and researchers) — 

of the role of English in such encounters? In this paper, I consider such questions with reference to research 

projects in which I have recently collaborated.  

Keywords: epistemic injustice; intercultural ethic; interconnected knowledge-work 
languaging;    

1.  Introduction 
This paper is driven by my interest in, and growing concerns about, the role of English in ‘intercultural 

knowledge-work’ as colleagues and I have previously referred to it (Huang, Fay, & White, 2017). We use 

this term, for example, to refer to the globalised, interdisciplinary, and interconnected knowledge-work in 

which so many of us are engaged as part of scholarly life. And given that English is the main lingua franca 

for a large proportion of this interconnected knowledge-work, it is important that we consider – to quote 

the title of this paper - the role of English at the intercultural interface. English specialists in particular, I 

am arguing, need to continue problematising English’s role at the meeting point of different ideas, of 
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different ways of understanding, and of different ways of doing things - or, to put it another way, we need 

to keep our eye on the part, for better or ill, that English plays in intercultural contact between differing 

epistemologies and methodologies.1 However, before starting my paper in earnest (Section 4 onwards), I 

have three initial comments to make (Section 2), and then something ‘to get off my chest’ (Section 3). 

2. Preliminary Remarks 

2.1. Recognising the contributions of others 
Most of my scholarly activity is undertaken collaboratively – thus, all of my publications in the 2013-

2020 research assessment period in the United Kingdom (UK) have been co- or multi-authored; I am 

clearly not a solitary scholar in my individual ivory tower! Much of this work is interdisciplinary – I work 

with colleagues and practitioners specialising variously in: Applied Linguistics and Teaching English to 

Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL); Education (language education, teacher education); 

Ethnomusicology and Jewish Studies; Global Mental Health and Clinical Psychology; Intercultural 

Communication and Intercultural Education; and Researcher Education and Ecological Psychology. I list 

this range of disciplines to illustrate just how multi- and inter-disciplinary knowledge-work can be rather 

than to claim special status in working at such a nexus of disciplines. Further, some of this portfolio of 

work has been undertaken multilingually and therefore enriched by the ways in which different languages 

symbolically represent understandings of human experience. This multilingual dimension has been 

enabled largely by the linguistic resources that the collaborating researchers have brought to the research 

endeavour as appropriate for the topic and context (see, for example, the Western Sahara research 

discussed below). 

Aware of these characteristics of my work, I seek, in and through this paper, to recognise in full and 

with gratitude, the contributions of my colleagues to the ideas being discussed. I signal this recognition 

not just through the Acknowledgements section at the end of the paper but also through a full listing of 

contributing authors whenever I refer to work in which they have contributed. This naming strategy is, I 

believe, an important aspect of collaborative and interdisciplinary work(ing) – and for me, it is an ethical 

imperative that all those involved in the work are visible (in citations etc) and not hidden (through et al 

formulations and the like). Above all, I want to acknowledge how these colleagues have made me more 

aware of the role of English in research and other scholarly and practitioner endeavours, an awareness 

 
1 In this paper, the focus will be more on epistemological differences than methodological ones. 



SECTION 1: PLENARY TALKS 

 16 

which has alerted me to the dangers of epistemic injustice, a key term (see Section 6 below) prominently 

discussed by Miranda Fricker (e.g. 2007). 

2.2. English at the intercultural interface 
As an academic - with a TESOL practitioner background - I am especially interested in 

interdisciplinary and multilingual scholarship but I recognise, too, that the role of English in 

interconnected knowledge-work is not only an area of concern for TESOL, nor indeed one just for 

academics in general. Let me give one example from further afield. With Ross White, Anna Chiumento 

and other Global Mental Health colleagues (see White, Fay, Chiumento & Phipps, in process), I am 

currently exploring the ways in which mental health states/conditions/symptoms, globally- and 

professionally-speaking, are often and largely delineated in and through English. Such English-medium 

articulations are likely, we argue in the article, to be detrimental to other ways of describing mental health. 

Given the dominance of English-medium authoritative texts (such as the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual (DSM), American Psychiatric Association, 2013), insights articulated through other languages, 

and insights arising outside the privileged arena of clinical psychology in the Global North, are less likely 

to be heard and respected. The APA’s recognition that there are other ways of understanding wellbeing 

and distress is demonstrated by the inclusion of so-called ‘cultural concepts of distress’ in the DSM. But 

the status accorded to these can be gauged by their location as an appendicised glossary to the main listing. 

Thus, whereas Western-approved/credentialised syndromes appear in English in the main listing, ‘other’ 

understandings are relegated to a subsidiary list and voiced through ‘exotic’ languages.        

2.3. Privilege and inequity 
As much has already been written more broadly about the role of English in globalisation, my focus 

here is unapologetically more specific: on the potential of English to generate and sustain epistemic 

injustice. Thus, I am concerned about the role of English in valuing and privileging certain ways of 

thinking and doing as promoted by certain individuals and groups. Why do some ideas – and some sources 

of ideas, some ways of understanding, and some ways of doing - have more kudos than others? Is it simply 

a consequence of the quality of the ideas, activities, and researchers involved? Or does the status of those 

researchers (e.g. their status as Global North, Anglo-oriented academics) and the status of the 

dissemination language (i.e. English) play a part? As will become clearer, I suspect that the last question 

is nearest the mark. Now, let me get something off my chest …. 
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3. Native-Speaker Guilt? 
The questions with which I ended the previous section are ones which have troubled me more and more 

over the years. Perhaps part of my motivation for discussing English’s potential contribution to epistemic 

injustice lies in what might be termed my ‘native-speaker guilt’. I cannot avoid the fact that, as native-

speaker of English, and as someone from what can be understood as a Global North context (i.e. UK), I 

am a recipient of, and probably a contributor also to, the privileged position that the English language and 

the community of native-like users of English occupy in a world of interconnected knowledge-work 

undertaken largely through English. 

3.1. A privileging accident of birth 
I was raised in an English-speaking family, and educated in and through English in UK schools and 

universities. This ‘Anglo’ background (albeit mediated through an Irish-inflected Catholic education) has 

smoothed my path in many ways in life: not just in family and immediate societal contexts, nor simply in 

touristic pursuits, but also as a TESOL practitioner and (largely) English-medium researcher. And when 

I compare myself to colleagues from other linguistic backgrounds, I note how the ‘rules of the game’ 

which govern my decisions and actions in academic and professional practice often seem different in ways 

which, I believe, have been shaped significantly by our differing relationships with English. 

3.2. Academic literacy in English 
I do not have to develop high levels of academic literacy in another language in order to be published 

in the main language of international scholarship. This ‘fact of life’ was brought home to me powerfully 

when I was working with Ma Elena Gómez Parra from the University of Córdoba, Spain (Gómez Parra & 

Fay, 2015; 2012). We were researching the experience of Elena’s teacher trainees undertaking a Spanish-

medium teaching practicum with Western Saharan refugees. I assumed that we would not only analyse 

the Spanish-medium reflective and narrative data from the teacher trainees and their mentors in Spanish, 

but that we would also publish our research report in Spanish. Elena quickly disabused me –from her 

perspective, publishing our work in Spanish would limit its reach and also, she feared, reduce its 

contribution to her professional standing. Whilst we did agree to foreground the Spanish-ness of the data 

and our analysis of it, and whilst we did strive to include Spanish-medium literature in order to help 

conceptualise the topic area involved, the final report writing had to be in English. For sure, we could also 

publish it in Spanish, but the time spent on this and the value resulting from it would be hard to justify in 

terms of professional standing or the impact and reach of our thinking.  
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3.3. Reflecting on my professional experiences through the lens of epistemic 
injustice 

Where does this admission of guilt leave me? I cannot deny my status vis-à-vis English, nor downplay 

its consequences for my privileged participation in the increasingly globalised, interconnected knowledge-

work arena in which I perform. I accept, too, that such privilege gives rise to the potential for epistemic 

injustice. As I cannot deny my status, perhaps I can use my experiences to shine a spotlight on these 

issues? This is what I seek to do in this paper as exemplified with reference to work in which I have 

recently collaborated. In what follows, I first recount (in Sections 4-5) how I became concerned by issues 

of English and epistemic injustice, and then I explain (in Section 6) what I mean by epistemic injustice 

and explain (in Section 7) why I find it useful for problematising the kinds of interconnected knowledge-

work in which I am involved. 

4. Researching Multilingually and the Languaging of Research   

4.1. Using multiple languages in research 
Most of my teaching is with post-graduate students for whom the UK is the location of their academic 

sojourn (rather than their home) and English is the medium of their studies (rather than one of their home 

languages). Over the years, I have grown uneasy with the disparaging comments I overhear about the 

linguistic aspects of such students’ academic participation. It seems to me that the performance by so-

called ‘international’ students in English-medium academic life can easily be viewed subtractively, with 

the perceived deficiencies (at the levels of lexis, syntax and genre) in their English (for international 

academic purposes), and with their English-medium academic literacy being measured against 

implausible native English speaking norms.  

To better understand the context of such criticism, I tried to see the issue through my students’ eyes. 

As I did so, I took notice for the first time of the assumptions of my doctoral students regarding language 

matters in their research practice. For example, my then student, Xiaowei Zhou, was researching the 

experiences of Chinese students in the UK (Zhou, 2010). I assumed that she would interview her 

participating students in the first language (i.e. Mandarin) she shared with them, and also transcribe and 

analyse the interview data in the original language (i.e. Mandarin). And in her thesis, I assumed she would 

first present extracts of the data in the Mandarin original before providing her own translation into English 

for the benefit of readers not fluent in that language. However, Xiaowei herself was surprised that, as part 

of a doctorate in an English-medium university leading to an English-medium thesis for an English-



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 19 

medium examination, she could thus use Mandarin in the research process. When her expectations and 

my assumptions clashed, the shock we both experienced confirmed the importance of being open and 

purposeful about the use of multiple languages in research.  

Jointly with another Mandarin-speaking doctoral colleague, Tzu-hsuan Liu, Xiaowei Zhou and I 

reflected on the process of early career researchers becoming confident in their thinking and practices 

about research undertaken multilingually (Fay, Zhou, & Liu, 2010). And, by the time of thesis submission 

(Zhou, 2010), Xiaowei Zhou’s rationale for her researching multilingually approach was fully articulated. 

(For an ecologically-framed exploration of her research purposefulness vis-à-vis the multilingual aspects 

for her research and its representation through her thesis, see Stelma, Fay, & Zhou, 2013). 

Through such supervisory encounters, I realised that doctoral students were not only undertaking their 

research in an English-medium context but that this situation could easily lead to the actual languages 

present in the research (e.g. Mandarin interview data) being camouflaged in English (i.e. such data would 

be presented simply in English translation). At its most extreme, the other languages involved in the 

research might be invisible to the readers. More burdensomely, the doctoral researchers might also feel 

obliged translate the substantive part of their data for the benefit of supervisors unable to read Mandarin. 

And, as more relevant for my argument in this paper, the English-medium context of their research activity 

could all too easily lead them to mainly, or only, value literature written in English. Interestingly, in my 

university (and more widely in the UK) regulations about the use of different languages in the thesis are 

so minimally specified as to be non-existent. All and any expectations (of students, supervisors, and 

examiners) of English-only texts exist ‘in the air’, opening up space for injustice in the demands placed 

upon differing students because of the multilingual aspects of their study and the under-regulated 

expectations of those around them concerning these aspects and their management in the thesis.     

These realisations resulted in a long-standing interest in what we termed researching multilingually 

(Andrews, Holmes, Fay, & Dawson, 2020; Holmes, Fay, Andrews, & Attia, 2013; 2016), an area 

concerned with researchers’ thinking about the possibilities for, and complexities of, using multiple 

languages in each and any stage of the research process. As presented above, the focus of our early 

exploration of researchers’ multilingual practice was framed within a discourse of ‘multiple languages’. 

Thus, our thinking was underpinned by an understanding of languages as largely separate, bounded 

systems, an understanding later problematised through a focus on researchers’ translingual or 

translanguaging practice (Andrews, Fay, & White, 2018a; 2018b). 
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4.2. The languaging of research 
Up to this point, our researching multilingually explorations were primarily operational, focusing on 

how and why researchers might use diverse linguistic resources in their studies. Subsequently, we asked 

a more fundamental question: for the world of research and researchers, “what does it mean to language 

and be languaged?”. We termed this problematising focus the languaging of research. The term 

languaging was first coined by Swain (1985) in relation to language learning. It described “the process of 

making meaning and shaping knowledge and experience through language” (Swain, 2006: 98). The term 

has now been extended to life beyond the language classroom - for example: the languaging of distress 

(and well-being);2 the languaging of everyday life (e.g. Bloome & Beauchemin, 2016); the languaging of 

race (Samy Alim, Rickford, & Ball, 2016); and the languaging of experience (e.g. through narration) 

(Lankievicz & Wąsiliewicz-Firlej, 2014). We might also add the languaging of interdisciplinarity  (or 

even languaging interdisciplinarily to use the term in my original title for the conference paper as revised 

here for publication. 

 For sure, the original and revised titles for my conference paper both intentionally build on this 

extended use of Swain’s term – thus, I am concerned with the possibility of epistemic injustice arising 

because research is languaged and because such languaging of research often privileges the English 

language (languaging Englishly?), and privileges ways of thinking and understanding associated, to a 

significant extent, with Anglophone scholarship in the Global North (languaging ethnocentrically or 

languaging dominantly?).  It is for this area of concern that the ongoing discussions of epistemic injustice 

are particularly useful (see Section 6). 

5. Learning from the Curious Case of Niàn (念) / Mindfulness  
This section, focuses on interdisciplinary and multilingual collaborative work with Zhuo Min Huang (an 

intercultural education specialist) and Ross White (a global mental health specialist) (Huang, Fay, & 

White, 2017). This work exemplifies the kind of interconnected knowledge-work that I am focusing on in 

this article and the epistemic dangers arising from it. We focused on 念 (niàn) in Mandarin, otherwise 

known as mindfulness (in English), a concept and set of related practices which have both ancient Eastern 

roots and current popularity (especially in the West).3 Our examination of the knowledge-work through 

 
2 https://researching-multilingually-at-borders.com/?page_id=1954 
3 All the English translations of Chinese-medium resources are by Zhuo Min Huang, and are placed in square brackets [ 
 … ] after the original text. 
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which understandings of this concept have developed and interacted, enabled us to map its complex 

conceptual migrations through time and space, across languages and cultures, and within domains and 

disciplines. These migrations are revealing about the epistemic power-play between oriental and 

occidental perspectives on both the concept itself and on the others’ perspectives on it. 

5.1. Oriental roots 
The story begins some 25 centuries ago in Indian Buddhism (Bodhi, 2011) where, in Pali, the ancient 

language of Buddhist scriptures (Rhys Davids, 1881), the root term is sati meaning ‘memory’ or 

‘remember to be aware of’ (Jinpa & Wallace, 2009).  Subsequently, the religious understanding of 

mindfulness spread across Asia including to China, where in the first century, Buddhism was officially 

introduced by the Emperor Mingdi (Zürcher, 2007). There, sati was translated into a Chinese character – 

念 (niàn). The design of this character has two meaning elements: ‘今’ (i.e. ‘吟’/reciting) and ‘心’/heart, 

the combination of which captures the original meanings of sati – reciting and remembering by heart. As 

Buddhism spread in ancient China, it became one of the three most influential schools (i.e. 儒释道

/Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism) in Chinese traditional culture (Lou, 1986) and its related practices 

(including what is termed mindfulness in English) merged with, and cross-pollinated, various schools of 

Chinese traditional philosophies. In the twentieth century, however, interest in niàn (念) faded as China 

became more secularised (Pittman, 2001). 

So far, in this story of the development of niàn (念) as a concept in Eastern thinking, we can see how 

it migrated through time (i.e. ancient to more modern) and space (from India, to China and other Eastern 

countries), across languages and cultures (from Sanskrit to Chinese), and within domains (i.e. from 

religion to philosophy). Thus, these oriental migrations of the concept are multi-dimensional. In 

themselves, they show considerable interconnected knowledge-work activity, but it is the migrations 

between Asian and Western arenas that are of most immediate concern here. 

5.2. The occidental embrace and spread of mindfulness 
The adoption in Western thinking of the concept of niàn (念) as mindfulness was first evident in the 

so-called ‘third wave of psychotherapies’ (Fromm, Suzuki, & De Martino, 1960; Kahl, Winter, & 

Schweiger, 2012) in which ancient concepts were identified, refashioned, and further developed, in ways 

appropriate for the values of Western modernity. Thus, through the efforts of Western scholars - most 

noticeably the psychotherapist John Kabat-Zinn (Kabat-Zinn, 1982), the “father of mindfulness” 
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(Thompson, 2012) - the concept has come to the fore in the clinical treatment of stress and depression. 

The concept also quickly caught the attention of specialists in other areas, for example, in the field of 

education (e.g. Langer, 1997) and intercultural communication (e.g. Ting-Toomey, 1988). 

Ting-Toomey explicitly builds on Langer’s work but, she also acknowledges (see Perez Canado, 2008: 

213) that her work with mindfulness is “actually taken from a very strong concept in Buddhism … so it 

has a very strong Eastern philosophical root”. Her work explicitly gives the ultimate source as ancient 

Buddhism mediated via the contemporary Buddhist author Thích Nhất Hạnh (i.e. 释一行). For example, 

in her 1998 work, she references this source as she defines the concept as follows: “Mindfulness (Thích, 

1991) means attending to one’s internal assumptions / cognitions and emotions and simultaneously 

attuning attentively to the other’s …” (p. 203). Building on these Buddhist origins, she developed an 

understanding of mindfulness helpful for her intercultural communication theorising – thus, mindfulness 

is closely related to the qualities of reflexivity, openness, multi-perspectivity, analytical empathy and 

creativity in intercultural communication (Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). Ting-Toomey’s work reveals 

how interculturalists have drawn their conceptualisations of mindfulness from both Western disciplinary 

sources (e.g. Education) and Eastern religious sources (i.e. Buddhism). However, the way in which 

Western scholars ‘draw’ on Eastern thinking merits further examination.  

5.3. Western ‘appropriation’ of Eastern resources? 
Much of the information (e.g. online resources, articles) available in and from the West tends to 

downplay the Asian roots of mindfulness (White, Jain, & Giurgi-Oncu, 2014). Thus, mindfulness is “not 

itself Buddhist at all, but really a universal pathway to sanity and well-being” (Mindfulnesscds, 2016) and 

mindfulness-related articles (e.g. Deardorff, 2009) could be accused of only name-checking (if they 

mention at all) the Buddhist/Asian origins of mindfulness; they rarely address in any detail the meanings 

and possible implications of these roots. For example, although Ting-Toomey cites the work of Thích in 

her definitional work around mindfulness but she does not discuss what his perspective on the concept is 

nor make transparent how his perceptions have shaped her definition. It could be argued that, although 

Western writers have been influenced by Eastern insights, they have appropriated the concept for their 

own purposes, and done so not fully understanding the Eastern concept. 

5.4. ‘West is the best’? Eastern adoption of Western practices 
In the last 15 years, Western psychotherapeutic understandings of mindfulness have migrated to the 

East. As they have done so, the ancient Eastern roots of the concept and the centuries-old practices 
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associated with it have been less valued than the Western sources. For example, in a Chinese-translated 

version (Lei, 2009) of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness, the concept is introduced to Chinese readers as a 

powerful therapeutic tool that has been “approved” and “legitimised” by Western medical sciences. 

Similarly, many mindfulness-related books in China today ‘sell’ the concept by positioning it as “the most 

wide-spread”, “the most popular” and “the most influential in the West”. For example, in a book entitled 

⟪成功者必有正念⟫ – translatable in English as Success Requires Mindfulness – the author (Lan, 2009) 

notes that “正念修行在西方世界拥有崇高的地位和广泛的影响力” [the practice of mindfulness has a 

high status and wide impact in the West], and “它是西方国家最为普及、最受关注、最有影响力的佛

教修行体系” [it is the most widespread, the most popular and the most influential system of Buddhism 

practices in the West]). Thus, the ‘return’ of mindfulness to the East tends to gain its credentials from, and 

thereby to reinforce, the privileged status of Western understandings of the concept (Kirmayer, 2015). In 

this way, the psychotherapeutic and meditative aspects are foregrounded at the expense of the Buddhist, 

philosophical and moral origins.4 

5.5. An intercultural ethic for interconnected knowledge-work  
The case of niàn (念) mindfulness alerts us to the dangers inherent in knowledge-work in this era of 

high interconnectivity. When Global North scholars and practitioners use Eastern concepts without 

demonstrating a deep understanding of them; and when Eastern practitioners use Global North credentials 

to legitimise their uncritical adoption of Global North psychotherapeutic practices, the complexity of the 

concept is, we argued, reduced. 

To counteract such outcomes, we proposed that “all scholars and practitioners - and especially those 

who work with concepts such as niàn (念) / mindfulness, through time and space, across languages and 

cultures, and within differing domains and disciplines - would benefit from an intercultural ethic to 

regulate and guide their knowledge-work and associated practice” (p.54). In making this proposal, we 

followed a path well-trodden by others before us (e.g. Holliday, 2013; Phipps, 2013). Our articulation of 

the intercultural ethic invited scholars and practitioners “to recognise the debt incurred to those using the 

 
4 These debate about ‘authentic’ (i.e. ancient Eastern) understandings of niàn (念) versus contemporary (largely 
Western) understandings of mindfulness resonate with similar debates in other fields of knowledge-work and associated 
practice – for example, with debates about cultural appropriation versus cultural translation in ethnomusicology 
(Waligorska, 2013). 
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idea before them and to accept the imperative this creates for them to be informed, respectful and 

transparent in their usage of the ideas in question” (Huang, Fay, & White, 2017: 53). We concluded that: 

… further and more detailed discussion is needed regarding the ways in which the conceptual 
migrations are shaped by the larger forces at play in knowledge development, maintenance and 
promotion. We recognise that some sources of thinking (e.g. Anglo-centric understandings from 
the Global North) are privileged and that the ethic also needs to address this inequity. (ibid.) 
[emphasis added] 

In this paper, I am trying to (begin to) take up the challenge we posed in that earlier article. 

6. Epistemic Injustice 
In using the term epistemic injustice to anchor my paper, I am building on the foundations laid by Miranda 

Fricker (e.g. 2007). She contrasts the unfairness arising when epistemic goods are distributed unequally 

(for example through education) and the wrong done to someone specifically in their capacity as a knower. 

Her work is mostly concerned with the latter wrongs (p.1). However, distributive unfairness of epistemic 

goods – for example, English-medium literature predominating over literature in other languages - may 

also play an unhelpful and inequitable role in the increasingly interconnected knowledge-work that 

doctoral students, as Xiaowei Zhou’s case (above) exemplifies, are engaged.  

6.1. Two main forms of epistemic injustice 
Fricker (ibid.) identifies two main forms of the epistemic injustice resulting from an individual being 

wronged in their capacity as a knower. First, testimonial injustice: this arises “when prejudice causes a 

hearer to give a deflated level of credibility to a speaker’s word” (e.g. when “the police do not believe you 

because you are black”). Here, injustice is “caused by prejudice in the economy of credibility”. Second, 

hermeneutical injustice: this arises “when a gap in collective interpretive resources puts someone at an 

unfair disadvantage when it comes to making sense of their social experiences” (e.g. when “you suffer 

sexual harassment in a culture that still lacks that critical concept”). Here, the injustice is “caused by 

structural prejudice in the economy of collective hermeneutical resources”. For my present purposes, the 

testimonial injustice is the more pertinent form. 

6.2. Testimonial injustice, epistemic authority, and identity prejudice 
Fricker argues that we need to distinguish between the rejection of “someone’s word for good reason” 

as opposed to its rejection out of “mere prejudice” (p.3). Her recommendation is that reason’s 

entanglement with social power needs to be discussed in ways such that injustice can be identified and 
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addressed. Ethical questions need to be asked in “the context of socially-situated accounts of epistemic 

practices” (ibid). By ‘socially-situated’, she means seeing individuals as social types who stand in relations 

of power to one another. Further, starting with a socially-situated conceptualisation of the individual 

“allows us to trace some of the interdependencies of power, reason, and epistemic authority”. This, in 

turn, may enable us to “reveal the ethical features of our epistemic practices that are integral to those 

practices” (p.4).  

 Fricker links social power and epistemic authority through the notion of identity power – “a form of 

social power which is directly dependent upon shared social-imaginative conceptions of the social 

identities of those implicated in the particular operation of power” (p.4). The more identity power that a 

person has in a particular moment, the more epistemic authority they are likely to have. The opposite is 

also the case. Further, Fricker discusses the identity prejudice which results from prejudice against a 

person because of the social type they are viewed as. This is at the root of testimonial injustice in that the 

deflated credibility given to a speaker by the hearer is a result of the latter’s identity prejudice towards the 

former. 

6.3. Privilege 
Earlier, I raised the issue of English’s role in valuing and privileging certain ways of thinking and 

doing as promoted by certain individuals and groups. I asked: “Why do some ideas - and some sources of 

ideas, some ways of understanding, and some ways of doing - have more kudos than others?”. This is a 

large, deeply political, question around which a number of lines of argument have arisen. For example, 

the privilege (or, to use Fricker’s terminology, the epistemic authority) of scholars working (often in 

English) in the Global North has been critiqued by Raewyn Connell (2007) who champions Southern 

Theory. A methodological focus is provided by Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999/2012) who seeks to 

decolonise the methodologies imposed by the colonising powers and assert indigenous ones in their place. 

English’s role in this epistemic and methodological arena - where privileged ideas and ways of working 

are imposed, and resisted - is also discussed; for example, in the sphere of global academic publication 

(e.g. Curry and Lillis, 2013, 2018). 

6.4. The ethnocentric roots of epistemic injustice 
My discussion here is informed by Flavia Monceri (2014) unless otherwise indicated. She argues that 

“the most part of (Western) scholars” tend to “ignore or neglect alternative epistemological possibilities 

when they ‘think’ and ‘rethink’ fundamental notions”, and that this is the case because of “the still 
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predominant epistemic ethnocentrism” in play. Epistemic ethnocentrism works by encouraging scholars 

to think that “they have no need to take into account ‘other’ authors and accounts because all [they] need 

to perform [their] thinking activity at best can already be found within ‘our’ tradition of thinking”. Further 

epistemic ethnocentrism begins by reducing the wealth of individual epistemic perspectives in order to 

reduce the number of “unrestrained encounters” between such a wealth of perspectives. Instead, there is a 

“tendency to the homogenisation of the ‘different’ knowledges available within a group of humans”. The 

process here involves a shift from self-centric epistemology to ethno-centric epistemology, a move 

designed to minimise the clash between examples of the former perspectives. As a result of this move, 

“the most dangerous conflicts” are minimised “by means of conventionally establishing how the world 

outside should be shaped ‘in our own image’”. Further still, “to be recognised as a legitimate ‘knower’, 

each and every individual in [a] group must perform the activity of knowing according to the conventional 

rules, not least because a flawed performance implies being kicked out of the group”.  

 So, it seems that epistemic ethnocentrism is the result of a very normal process of moving from self-

centric to group-centric epistemology – in this sense, it parallels the more generalised socialisation move 

through which individuals acquire their sense of cultural belonging, their understanding of how to play 

the cultural game as a member of the group to which they belong. What this means is that epistemic 

ethnocentrism, like ethnocentrism more generally, “is a recurring phenomenon”.  In all human thinking 

activity, ethnocentrism “will never be erased … this implies that we should be all the more aware of its 

dangers, the most important of which can surely be defined as ‘epistemicide’”.  

Epistemicide 

Epistemicide is particularly rife in Western ‘modernity’ where Western thinking is privileged over 

other thinking to such an extent that, as Mignolo suggests (2002: 90), “the world [is] unthinkable beyond 

European (and later North Atlantic) epistemology”. This privilege associated with Western thinking arises 

because “colonial difference marked the limits of thinking and theorising, unless [of course] modern 

epistemology (philosophy, social sciences, natural sciences) was exported/imported to those places where 

thinking was impossible (because it was folklore, magic, wisdom, and the like)”. In this dynamic between 

Global North perspectives and ‘the Rest’, Monceri writes that epistemicide consists of “the attempt to 

erase already existent epistemologies and knowledges in order to replace them with the imported/exported 

Western ones”. 
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But, Western scholars were also induced by this dynamic to “think that they already held all possible 

knowledge and should stick to it if they wanted to go further”. This mindset leads most Western scholars 

to ignore “the very existence of alternative epistemologies and knowledges because we are not even able 

to see them”. Thus, as seen in this Western perspective on epistemologies and knowledges, “epistemicide 

consists in the possibility to make invisible what is not included in the prevailing epistemological 

framework to which scholars, academics and researchers are ‘socialised’ during their training years, in 

which [they] are carefully instructed to learn the ‘correct’ way to perform research”. And, in a reflexively-

tending additional comment, Monceri notes that such training induces us “to ‘discipline’ our thinking in 

order to learn what subjects we should choose, what authors and paradigms we should adhere to, and even 

what language we should prefer to deploy (I am an Italian scholar writing in English, am I not?)”. 

In the above quote, I am struck by this use of ‘discipline’ as a verb and how it makes me rethink my 

understanding of (inter-)disciplinarity (noun). To become ‘literate’ in our disciplinary, research, and other 

areas of practice, we must discipline our thinking such that we conform to the norms of our discipline, 

research, and practitioner areas of activity. And much of this disciplining of our minds, thinking and 

methodology, is mediated through English. Epistemic ethnocentrism is in this way closely linked to 

Anglocentrism.   

7. Some Concluding Comments 
Building on the above discussions, I will conclude with some possible implications - of English’s potential 

role in generating and sustaining epistemic injustice - for TESOL, for researcher education, and for 

practitioner education more generally.  

7.1. Some Implications for TESOL 
TESOL practitioners are deeply embroiled in English’s place and role at the intercultural interface. 

My main professional role over the last quarter century has been facilitating the professional development 

of experienced TESOL professionals from around the world. Seeing the world of TESOL through their 

eyes has been not only a privilege but also a source of great illumination. For example, I remember the 

shock I felt when one such teacher, from Cuba, summarised how his colleagues in other areas viewed his 

professional activities - “teaching the language of the enemy”. English is unavoidably associated with 

macro political forces and sources of power and privilege. How do teachers respond to the challenges that 

this poses for them?  
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 With Greek colleagues Vally Lytra, Nicos Sifakis, and Maria Ntavaliagkou (Fay, Lytra, & 

Ntavaliagkou, 2010; Fay, Lytra, & Sifakis, 2016), I have explored an alternative, or additional, way of 

understanding TESOL in Greece, one involving a move away from TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign 

Language) towards MATE  (Multicultural awareness through English) and TEIL (Teaching English as an 

Intercultural Language) or what might be understood as part of the ELF (English as a Lingua Franca area 

of thinking).   

 Similarly, with Masters and Doctoral students (all experienced TESOL practitioners themselves), I 

have explored moving away from the TEFL straitjacket in order to challenge the TEFL maintenance of 

the Anglo-centric privilege critiqued above. Thus, with Paola Trejo Vences Trejo Vences, & Fay, 2010), 

I explored the case for moving existing TEFL provision in Mexican universities towards English language 

teaching linked to general cultural awareness. With former doctoral researcher Sutraphorn Tantiniranat I 

have considered a similar move in Thai universities from EFL-plus-EAP (English for Academic Purposes) 

towards more ELF-aware, English for Intercultural Communication (Tantiniranat, & Fay, 2018). A final 

example is provided in the thesis presented successfully by Siti Fitriyah (2018) critiquing the language 

policy change in Indonesia regarding English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) and its reversal as a 

consequence of legal action against the educational inequity the EMI policy generated.  

 Each of these areas of enquiry illustrate the critical stance being taken up by TESOL practitioners in 

response to their role at the intercultural interface, and their response to teaching a language so associated 

with ‘privilege’ and with much potential to create or challenge epistemic injustice. 

7.2. Some Implications for Researcher Education 
The potential for epistemic injustice arising from English’s dominant place and role in the world of 

international research and its dissemination is something that places researchers and research educators at 

the intercultural interface. As a researcher educator myself – running our doctoral community, and 

developing and teaching a Masters module on Developing Researcher Competence – I, too, am challenged 

by the Anglocentricity of international scholarly activity which privileges certain voices , certain ways of 

thinking, and certain ways do doing over others. One response has been to argue strongly for a re-

orientation regarding language in researcher thinking, initially through the researching multilingually 

projects (referred to earlier) and more recently through calls with Jane Andrews and Ross White for 

researchers to develop a translingual mindset (Andrews, Fay, & White, 2018a), especially in Anglophone 

higher education contexts (Andrews, & Fay, 2020). In part, such a mindset involves  foregrounding and 
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problematising language in research as linked to what Juup Stelma and I term critical action intentionality 

(Fay, & Stelma, 2016; Stelma, & Fay, 2019) as applied to linguistic matters in particular (Stelma, Fay, & 

Zhou, 2013). The languaging of research can also be seen to be of concern regarding the dominant Anglo-

centric understandings of academic literacy (Bekar & Fay, forthcoming).  

 Mirroring the above TESOL-related areas of activity, these researcher (educator) examples illustrate 

(I hope) a critical stance towards the languaging of research in an era of English-dominated research 

dissemination, of ‘privileged voices’, and of potential for epistemic injustice. 

7.3. Some Implications for Practitioner Education 
Such a critical stance can – and should, I would argue – be developed in other areas of practice, i.e. 

areas of practice beyond teaching and research training. For example, my work with Global Mental Health 

colleagues builds on an acknowledgement that the use of a language (i.e. English) so easily associated 

with ‘privilege’ and scientific universalism can easily lead to epistemic injustice in health matters. 

Language plays a key role in psycho-therapeutic encounters (White, Fay, Chiumento, & Phipps, in 

process) and the languaging of well-being and distress needs to be attentive to the potential for one 

person’s understandings of health matters being devalued because of their less-privileged status as a 

knower (regarding mental health) – English-medium articulations of mental health understandings can 

become the dominant ones at the expense of other understandings language in other languages. Such 

attentiveness is invaluable in global mental health fieldwork (Andrews, Fay, & White, 2018b).  

7.4. Final thoughts 
English has a complicated global presence in this era of increasing interconnectivity. I have argued 

that English, all too easily, privileges certain voices from certain contexts, and all too easily this can lead 

to epistemic injustice, and to other kinds of injustice (methodological, cultural etc). For this reason, 

educators – for example, those working in TESOL, academic literacy, researcher education, and 

practitioner education - can usefully acknowledge and continue to address these dangers through the 

adoption of a critical intercultural ethic in their knowledge work, practice, and other activities. English 

specialists (such as those participating in the ESIDRP 2019 Conference) can be at the forefront in this 

endeavour.  
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HATE SPEECH ON SOCIAL MEDIA OVER THE 
MACEDONIA NAMING DISPUTE  

Abstract 
The paper offers a critical discourse and pragmatic analysis of a corpus of hateful Facebook comments of 

Macedonian citizens over the Macedonia naming dispute, collected immediately after the name change 

was officially endorsed in the Parliament. The analysis first attempts to unveil who the hateful political 

discourse in the given socio-political context is directed at, what roles the commenters assume, what 

speech acts the hateful posts are predominantly composed of (e.g. assertive, directives, expressives, 

commissives), as well as what kind of negative lexis and rhetorical tropes are employed by the 

commenters. The main aim of the research is to unveil the main features of hateful comments through 

detailed language analysis as they could be easily detected and extracted from social media. The results 

show that social media have influenced the traditional pattern of communication by introducing a more 

interactive and participative type of communication. Social media users employ them to direct verbal 

assaults not only at fellow citizens, but also at political figures, journalists, diplomats and other officials, 

assuming roles of analysts and judges who mostly use assertive and expressive speech acts, ingrained with 

a variety of negative lexis and rhetorical figures intended to reinforce their negative stance. 

Keywords: hate speech, social media, speech acts   
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1. Introduction  
Being in close nexus with free speech and social media, the usage of hate speech has been growing 

exponentially in the last decades. Democratic societies, where the right to free speech is guaranteed, 

encourage people not only to speak their mind freely but also to direct expressions of hatred towards an 

individual or group of individuals on the basis of certain characteristics, such as race, colour, religion, 

descent, national or ethnic origin, etc. This, in turn, gives rise to numerous discussions and debates 

intended to elucidate this phenomenon, including why hate speech ‘flourishes’ on social media, 

particularly during turbulent socio-political times, what roles those who post hateful messages assume, 

who they address, what linguistic strategies and speech acts they employ in the realization of their hateful 

messages, etc. (Atifi & Marcoccia, 2017; ElSherief, et al., 2018; Sevasti, 2014; Trajkova & Neshkovska, 

2018).  

This study aims to further improve the understanding of hate speech by analyzing it in a very concrete 

socio-political context, i.e. the Macedonia naming dispute. In that sense critical discourse analysis is 

carried out on a corpus of hateful Facebook comments written as a reaction to online news articles 

published on Macedonian news portals after the name change decision was reached in the Macedonian 

Parliament, in January 2019. The power relations between the parties involved are also put under scrutiny 

(the analysis includes hateful comments directed at politicians and other officials who try to impose their 

dominance and power on the citizens/commenters). The paper also offers a pragmatic analysis of the 

selected hateful Facebook comments, by investigating the use of speech acts in the comments. In addition, 

further analysis is done on the negative lexis and rhetorical strategies employed by the commenters. The 

main aim of this detailed language analysis is to unveil the main features of hateful comments and to assist 

all those who work on detecting and extracting hate speech from social media.  

In the following sections, we firstly discuss some of the major findings regarding hate speech as well as 

the research methodology employed. Then, we present and discuss the insights gained from this study, 

and finally, we proffer some concluding remarks. 

2. Theoretical framework  
Nowadays, the Internet and social media play a very prominent role in producing and disseminating hate 

speech. Although social media is put to much positive use, it still also seems to encourage more and more 
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people to take an active part in discussing a variety of issues publicly5 (Karatzogianni, 2004 in Sevasti, 

2014), which in turn “opens the doors to the proliferation of anti-social behavior” (ElSherief et al., 2018), 

and results in “inflamed discussions that polarize ‘us’ against ‘them’” (Mondal et al., 2017).  

Various researchers have investigated the reason why people turn to social media to voice their hateful 

messages. Sevasti (2014) attributes the expansion of hate speech in the digital world to the following 

reasons: a) the absolute freedom of expression, b) the breadth of the message’s reach, c) the relative 

anonymity in the virtual world, and d) social media presents a mainly uncontrolled and unregulated social. 

Whillock (1995) argues that hate appeals are used consciously to inflame the emotions of followers, 

denigrate the out-class, inflict permanent and irreparable harm on the opposition, and, ultimately, conquer.  

Atifi & Marcoccia’s (2017) note that the authors of Twitter and Facebook posts (hateful posts included) 

play three major social roles when posting: a judge, an activist and an analyst. When they play the role of 

a judge they mainly assess and evaluate a certain situation or action (they perform asserting, evaluating, 

assessing, stating, affirming acts). The activist’s main focus is on persuading people to act, to do something 

about the issue at stake (they perform questioning, ordering, imploring, challenging, summoning acts). 

The analyst mainly makes an analysis of the situation and clarifies it so that their Twitter and FB friends 

would understand it better (they explain, contextualize, enlighten, clarify, analyze, etc.).  

Irrespective of the motivation behind spreading hate speech via social media, and regardless of whether it 

is ‘directed’ at a specific individual, or ‘generalized’, targeting a group of people (ElSherief et al., 2018), 

the consequences that stem from it could be extremely detrimental. Hate speech violates the individual’s 

dignity, resulting in humiliation, distress and psychological or emotional pain (Leets, 2002). It provokes 

pain, distress, fear, embarrassment and isolation (Nemes, 2002). Apart from silencing the ‘victims’, 

sometimes hate speech galvanizes them to become aggressive and dangerous (Parekh, 2006). 

Finally, some studies on hate speech on social media focused on the actual linguistic strategies used in the 

realization of hateful messages. Thus, Burgers et al. (2012) discovered four specific and inclusive 

categories of hate speech tweets: a) cursing, b) threat of attack, c) hostile criticism, and d) sarcasm. The 

 
5Although an increasing number of people participate in the political discussions online, still it seems that social media 
and the way of communication they propagate actually leads to something that Shirky (2011) calls ‘slacktivism’, which 
translates to the tendency of users to seek social change through low-cost activities, such as following a cause online, 
signing petitions online, etc. He adds that the social media tools themselves are ineffective and ‘slacktivism’ can lead to 
actual political disengagement (in Sevasti, 2014). 
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‘cursing’ category contained a) profanities (e.g. fuck, assholes, bastards, bitch, etc.), b) insulting/offensive 

epithets and slurs (e.g. hypocrites, murderers, etc.), and c) hatred words/degradations (fascist, mocking 

characterizations for rightists, leftists, anarchists, etc.). The ‘threat of attack’ category included tweets that 

contain expressions of intention to inflict evil, injury, or damage (e.g. kill, murder, hit, exterminate, 

remove, clean up, etc). The ‘hostile criticism’ category included tweets that contain expressions of 

disapproval and of noting the problems or faults of a person; whereas, the ‘sarcasm’ category comprised 

sarcastic comments and words that mean the opposite of what they are usually used for, in order to insult 

someone, to show irritation, or to be funny.  

3. Research methodology  
The corpus, tailor-made for the purposes of this study, consists of Facebook users’ comments provoked 

by 10 news articles published on some Macedonian news portals (Republika.MK; GRID.MK; A1ONMK, 

and MAK MAX com.mk6). The news articles addressed different aspects of the decision reached in the 

Macedonian Parliament regarding the change of the constitutional name of the country, the Republic of 

Macedonia, into the Republic of North Macedonia, in compliance with the Prespa Agreement7. Given that 

the analysed Facebook comments were instigated by and made in very specific socio-political 

circumstances and referred to a concrete political event of major importance for the Macedonian history 

and statehood, the corpus, in fact, comprises ‘a special subtype of political discourse produced by lay 

persons’ (Sevasti, 2014) who make use of social media to present their political stance.  

The news articles were released immediately after the voting in the Parliament, on the 11th January, 2019. 

Six of them made reference to current Macedonian politicians and prominent individuals who had a role 

in the name change (Zoran Zaev, the Prime Minister; Kosta Kostadinov, the spokesperson of the 

government; Bahchev, an MP from the opposition; and Elizabeta Kancheska-Milevska, an MP from the 

opposition who voted in favour of the agreement; Vasko Eftov – a TV journalist, and Jess Baily – the 

former US Ambassador to Macedonia). The remaining 4 news articles depicted specific events that took 

 
6 These portals were included in the corpus since on the particular occasion they published articles on the issue at hand. 
Since the focus was placed solely on people’s reactions to what was happening in society, no background checking was 
conducted of the political ideology of the people who ran those portals. 
7 Macedonia and Greece have been negotiating for almost three decades, when finally, the left-wing SDSM, which took 
over the government in 2017, eager to move ahead Macedonia’s integration into Europe and NATO, signed the Prespa 
Agreement with Greece in 2018. The agreement stipulated a change in the country’s constitutional name, which was, 
consequently, ratified by the Macedonian Parliament early the following year (2019). 
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place after the decision was made official (the protests in front of the Parliament, the ensuing protest in 

Greece and the celebration of the MP who voted in favour of the agreement in the Parliament). 

The comments made by Facebook users under the selected news articles were mostly negative and 

contained negative lexis. The first step in the analysis was to detect and separate the hateful comments 

from the non-hateful ones. The identification was based on Cohen-Almagor’s (2011) definition of hate 

speech, and all instances of hard and soft hate speech (Mihajlova et al., 2013) were entered in the corpus. 

The identification of the hateful comments was also greatly assisted by Parekh’s conditions (2006):  a) the 

comment singles out an individual or a group of individuals on the basis of certain characteristics (e.g. 

politicians), b) the comment stigmatizes its target by ascribing to it a set of constitutive qualities that are 

widely viewed as highly undesirable (e.g. the politician is a liar), and c) the comment places the target 

group outside the pale of normal social relationships (e.g. politicians are corrupted). 

The next step of the analysis was to identify the targets of the derogatory comments. More specifically, 

the analysis was directed at determining whether with their comments the commenters were trying to 

demean and criticize the politicians who made the decision or those who were against the decision, and 

whether that was done on an individual (‘directed’ hate speech) or collective (‘generalized’ hate speech) 

basis (ElSherief et al., 2018). Also, the study sought to determine the role of those who posted the 

comments, i.e. whether the commenters wished to present themselves as judges, analysts or activists (Atifi 

& Marcoccia, 2017).  

Finally, critical discourse (Fairclough, 1989) and pragmatic analysis (Austin’s Speech Act Theory, 1962) 

of the comments was performed, in order to detect the predominant speech acts (expressives, assertives, 

commissives and directives). Finally, the negative lexis and rhetorical tropes (irony, metaphors, rhetorical 

questions, etc.) used in the comments were analyzed in order to gain a more detailed perspective on the 

content of the hateful comments.  

4. Results 
The analysis of the corpus showed that almost all of the selected comments, i.e. 161 out of 183, were 

identified as hateful. The greatest chunk of the hateful comments (73%) were instigated as a reaction to 

the news articles discussing the role of a particular individual (e.g. a politician, journalist, diplomat, etc.) 

in the name change. The rest of the hurtful comments (27%) were more general and referred to the events 

themselves related to the name change issue.  
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What all these comments have in common is that they were all written and posted on the spur of the 

moment and in an extremely emotionally-charged atmosphere. 78% of the hateful comments were clearly 

directed towards the current representatives of the government and their collaborators as well as towards 

their sympathizers and supporters, all of which, generally speaking, were labelled in the comments as 

‘traitors’ of the country’s national interest. 22% of the hateful messages were directed towards the 

representatives of the opposition (VMRO DPMNE) and their supporters, who were against the Prespa 

agreement and the name change, presenting them as backwards and corrupted individuals, defensive of 

the politicians of the former ‘criminal’ government of VMRO DPMNE. 

4.1. The targets of the hateful comments  
Depending on who the targets of the hateful comments were, the analyzed Facebook comments were 

further classified as either a ‘directed’ hate speech comment (comments directed towards a specific 

individual, most typically a politician, but also there were instances of hate speech directed at journalists 

and diplomats), or a ‘generalized’ hate speech comment (comments directed at a group of politicians or 

individuals of the same political affiliation and the same political stance regarding the name change) 

(Table 1).  

 ‘Directed’ hate speech ‘Generalized’ hate speech 

Targets  
individuals  

 
a group of individuals 

 
Facebook users 

No. of hateful 
comments 

91 32 38 

% 57% 20% 23% 

Table 1. Directed versus generalized hate speech 

As shown in Table 1, out of all the 161 comments, 57% were of the ‘directed’ type, as the targets of 

those comments were specific individuals, and 43% were instances of ‘generalized’ hate speech, as they 

were targeting a group of individuals.  

The purpose of the first (‘directed’ comments) was clearly to humiliate and attack these individuals, 

presenting them as the ‘others’, i.e. those who are to be blamed for the name change (e.g. Зајко нема 
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долго да тераш – зајко8). As for the second type, the ‘generalized’ hate speech comments, they were 

targeting mostly the government (e.g. Вака сите на гробишта да ве соберат племето ваше 

предавничко) and their supporters (e.g. Кај се симпатизерите на СДС да слават по градовите што 

го менаа името што молчат како глувчиња нигде не видов славење леле гревчиња). A small 

percentage of the comments referred to the opposition and their supporters who were blamed for being 

against Macedonia’s progress and prosperity, referring to Macedonia’s admission into NATO and EU 

(e.g. Удбаш нема повеќе сценарија за ВОЈНИ каде млатиш празна слама. Сите сте во офсајд со 

се УДБА-шката ДПМНЕ). Slightly more than half of the ‘generalized’ hateful comments (23%) were 

addressing the general public, blaming it for its latency and passivity (e.g. А народот македонски каде 

е? зошто не славите бе северни ирваси?) and trying to make it aware of the seriousness of the situation 

(e.g. Гнаса до гнаса мизерија од држава и политичари).  

4.2. The speech acts underlying the hateful comments 
The analyzed comments were also inspected from a pragmatic point of view, the aim being to 

determine what speech acts9 are predominantly used in expressing hatred and intolerance towards the 

‘others’. 

Most of the comments were short and consisted of a simple comment (one utterance, one speech act), 

which means they consisted of a simple speech act (69%); whereas, the rest of the comments were more 

complex (31%) and consisted of 2 and in some cases up to 5 sentences, which implies that they were 

complex speech acts comprising from 2 to 5 speech acts of the same or different type. 

 Assertives Expressives Directives Commissives Total 

out of 161 hateful 
comments in total 

45 
(41%) 

27 
(25%) 

20 
(18%) 

18 
(16%) 

110 

Table 2. Single speech acts  

 
8 All the examples are given in their original version. As most of them contain culture-specific vocabulary and 
idiomatic expressions, most of which are difficult to transfer adequately in English, we decided not to translate them.  
9 According to Searle (1976) speech acts can be classified as: a) assertives (they commit the speaker to something being 
the case and include: suggesting, putting forward, swearing, boasting, concluding), b) directives (they try to make the 
addressee perform an action – asking, ordering, requesting, inviting, advising, begging), c) commisives (they commit 
the speaker to doing something in the future – promising, planning, vowing, betting, opposing), d) expressives (they 
express how the speaker feels about the situation – apologizing, welcoming, deploring), and e) declaratives (they 
change the state of the world in an immediate way – baptizing, firing from work, marrying, etc.). 
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The speech act of assertives was the most prevalent speech act used singly (41%) (e.g. Многу лош 

политичар е овој Костадинов ни срам ни перде, тешка превара) (see Table 2). With these comments, 

the commenters were making their position clear regarding the name change – they were either strongly 

against it or they supported it. They were also giving their own interpretation of the politicians’ role in the 

newly arisen situation, probably hopeful that the readers will accept it. The expressives used singly were 

the second most frequently used speech act in the analyzed corpus (25%). The expressives contained 

expressions of strong negative feelings towards somebody, accompanied by a wish that something terrible 

(usually death) may befall them (e.g. Бог е сведок момент убав да не дочекате проклети луѓе; Вака 

сите на гробишта да ве соберат племето ваше предавничко; Со поворка да ве испрќаме сите 81).  

The directives (18%) and commisives (16%) were almost equally present in the corpus. In the case 

of the directives, the commenters were issuing orders, making requests and suggestions, or asking, i.e. 

demanding some specific politician or person to answer a specific question (e.g. Мрш бе будало!; Оди 

лечи се невропсихијарија; Глупердо Бачев прво најди го Хорхе а потоа заедно гонете се у 3 лепе 

пм). With the commissives, the commenters were taking upon themselves to do something about the 

situation and the ‘culprit’. That is why in most of the comments the commenters were resorting to using 

expressions that contained swear words and threats (e.g. Сé најмило ви ебам; Зајко нема долго да 

тераш).  

As mentioned earlier, 31% of the comments were longer and consisted of combinations of various 

speech acts (Table 3). The combinations of speech acts most frequently included either two different 

speech acts, such as: directive + assertive (e.g. Абе копиле ако толку сте сигурни во вашата радост 

излезете на плоштад да прославите, ама полни ви се устата со г.а); assertive + expressive (e.g. 

Тие кај МТВ се почесни од тебе господ да ти суди); directive + expressive (e.g. Треба да се срамив 

ПРЕДАВНИЦИ господ да ве казни све што ви е најмило); directive + commissive (e.g. Умри Заев 

предавник ќе дојде време кога ќе плачеш), etc., or two speech acts of the same type, as the following: 

directives + directives (e.g. Шознајш ти бе мрсулко еден мршшш); assertive + assertive (e.g. Удбаш 

нема повеќе сценарија за ВОЈНИ каде млатиш празна слама. Сите сте во офсајд со се УДБА-

шката ДПМНЕ); commissive + commissive (e.g. Гробот да ви го ебам предавнички ќе ви дојде 

крајот на сите).  
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 Combination of 
2 speech acts 

Combination of more than 2 
(up to 5) speech acts 

Total 

out of 161 
comments 

41 
(80%) 

10 
(20%) 

51 

Table 3. Complex speech acts 

Albeit much more rarely, some of the combinations were relatively more complex and consisted of 

more than two acts (up to 5 speech acts) of the same or of a different type (e.g. Кој те тебе прашува 

како се чуствуваш козо една (directive) ти и другите предавници ќе бидете запишани во 

историјата и ќе ве помне МАКЕДОНСКИОТ народ како предавници (assertive) да даде гопод во 

најкратко време да ви случат најлоши работи од кои ќе патите (expressive)).10   

4.3. The roles of the commenters 
The analysis showed that the commenters assumed different roles with their comments: judges, 

analysts, and activists (Figure 1). This was the case in the majority of the comments, which were relatively 

brief and consisted only of a single comment, and sometimes, even a single phrase, i.e. a single speech 

act. In the longer hateful comments, which consisted typically of 2 (and sometimes up to 5 speech acts) 

and which were notably less common, however, some commenters combined their roles and assumed two 

roles at the same time. 

 

Figure 1. The roles of the commenters 

The role of analysts was the predominant one. Namely, in 38% of the negative comments, the 

commenters felt a strong urge to share their perspective, analysis and understanding of the newly arisen 

 
10 As can be seen in this example, the commenters most frequently made practically no use of punctuation, which made 
the analysis of these complex speech acts particularly challenging. 
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situation (e.g. Не е овој толку виновен колку што се медиумите што му даваат простор на ваква 

БИТАНГА; Еве ви ги лугјето кои сакаат да ја спасат државата. Која бламажа). In this case, most 

of the commenters, resorted to using the speech act of assertives as they wanted to present their judgment 

by giving a reasonable interpretation and analysis of the situation. 

Slightly fewer commenters adopted the role of judges (33%), i.e. behaved as an authority who passes 

a moral judgment and reaches a ‘verdict’ against those who hold the opposite political stance (e.g. Овој 

куфер и депорт во русија нека вее таму руско знаме; Еден по еден сите предавници ќе си платат 

казната че ги стаса; Треба да се срамив ПРЕДАВНИЦИ господ даве казни све што ви е најмило.). 

When assuming the role of judges, the commenters made use of all types of speech acts – directives, 

commissives, expressives and assertives, but still the usage of the expressives prevailed. This is 

understandable as the comments were written in a situation when the commenters’ patriotic feelings were 

both ‘awoken’ and they felt deeply hurt due to the renaming of their homeland.  

Despite their discontent and anger, a considerably smaller number of commenters took upon 

themselves the role of activists (16%). These showed willingness to do something about the name change, 

including the option to organize other like-minded individuals to act together against the ‘traitors’. In some 

of the comments, the commenters would go so far as to indirectly urge the readers to even kill the ‘traitors’ 

if needed11 (e.g. Смрт за предавниците смрт или слобода за македонија не ќе живејме 100 години 

само чекаме наредба; Кога не нема нас македонците да ги почестиме со крвта македонска). 

Understandably, most of these hateful comments with which the commenters were taking upon themselves 

the role of activists were realized either as directives or commissives.  

In some of the longer hateful expressions, the commenters combined the roles of an analyst and a 

judge (5%), which means they were not only willing to present their analysis of the situation but also 

wanted to pass their judgment (e.g. Не само што сте предавници туку и апаши се искрадовте гниди 

едни неспособни). Another notable combination was ‘an activist and an judge’ (2%) (e.g. А народот 

македонски каде е? зошто не славите бе северни ирваси; Помина твоето време, лажни патриоти. 

Подобро оди во Сомалија, Зимбабве и тн.), in which the commenters not only passed their judgment 

regarding the ‘others’ but also tried to instigate action on the part of like-minded individuals. Finally, 

some of the commenters assumed the roles of ‘an analyst and an activist’ at the same time (6%) (e.g. Море 

 
11 A classic example of nationalism and extremism  
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све да ви ебам ваше требаше да си лежите затвор вие што ја искрадовте државата ама пусти 

зајко за еден глас ќе ве помилува). 

4.4. Analysis of negative lexis and rhetorical tropes 
 The speech act of an assertive as the predominant speech act in our corpus was marked by an extensive 

use of offensive words, i.e. negative lexis, intended to humiliate and hurt the feelings of the targets of the 

comments. Sometimes they were used in isolation (e.g. Абдал; Болесник; Северџани), a noun modified 

by a negative adjective (e.g. глушец окапан; кучко гнасна; педерче малечко), or a string of negative 

lexis (e.g. Гниди предавнички, фашисти, цијаши, удбаши, изроди, измет). Nevertheless, most of the 

negative lexis, though, were, part of longer hateful expressions (e.g. Удбаш нема повеќе сценарија за 

ВОЈНИ каде млатиш празна слама).  

The offensive lexis was rather versatile ranging from words that referred to: a person’s (lack of) 

intellectual capacity (e.g. Будала; ретардиран; смотан; непрокопсан; идиоти; морон), lack of 

education (e.g. неписмени; простак), sexuality and sexual orientation (e.g. Педерче мало; курво; 

ороспијо), lack of hygiene (e.g. гнаса; смрден; скапан; небричен), human excretion (e.g. лајно; гомно; 

мрсулко), lack of moral characteristics and loyalty (e.g. предавник; потрчко; лигуш), political 

affiliation, orientation or ideology (e.g. комуњари; фашисти; цијаши; удбаши).  

Many of the offensive words were in fact metaphorically used, which implies that a specific person 

(politician) or a group of people (usually the MPs who voted in favour of the name change) were very 

unfavorably compared with animals (e.g. говедо; стока; кравa; овца; коза; кучка; мајмун; гнида; 

вошка; мачор; глушец). The metaphors also extended to religious terms (e.g. слуга на ѓаволот); some 

made reference to the seven ‘deadly sins’ (e.g. некрофил; нарцисоид), etc. Some of the metaphoric 

expressions were much more elaborate and longer (e.g. Претседателот е само една кукла за сликање 

.. морон; ... Сите сте во офсајд со се УДБА-шката ДПМНЕ). 

In addition to the metaphors, in many of the speech acts identified in the corpus, irony12 was utilized 

as a linguistic strategy applied to convey strong criticism and disapproval. The usage of irony was signaled 

by irony markers, such as idiomatic expressions (e.g. Да слават затоа само тројца се смеат а другите 

се ко удрени со чорап мариовски...; Удбаш нема повеќе сценарија за ВОЈНИ каде млатиш празна 

 
12 According to Burgers and Beukeboom (2016) verbal irony has often been associated with expectancy violations and 
can be identified by some irony markers, such as metaphors, hyperbole, understatements and rhetorical questions. 
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слама.; Нема повеќе на кого да му продаваш магла.), and rhetorical questions (e.g. Кај се 

симпатизерите на СДС да слават по градовите што го менаа името што молчат како глувчиња 

…; А народот македонски каде е? зошто не славите бе северни ирваси?). 

 The expressives used by the commenters most commonly contained curses13. A great deal of the 

curses were short, direct and straightforward (e.g. Да умрете сите до еден; Да ти умри најмилото 

што го имаш дома). Some of them were more elaborate, being combined with swear words or other 

obscene and offensive words (e.g. Говедо непрокопсано господ да те казни и тебе и сите тие со 

тебе; Вака сите на гробишта да ве соберат племето ваше предавничко). Many of the curses were 

metaphorically phrased, which means they required inferencing on the part of the readers in order to grasp 

their true meaning (e.g. Пелин во душата да им расне; Со поворка да ве испрќaме сите 81).  

Analyzed from a semantic perspective, almost all the curses made reference to death (e.g. ... до дома 

да не одиш да паднеш да се отепаш…;  Да умрете сите до еден), bodily harm or diseases (e.g. Да 

даде госпот тие пари што ги земавте зада гласате за децата и внуците да ги давате за лекови а 

лек да не најдете да ве боли додека сте живи!). Some curses were simply not that specific – the 

commenters just wished that bad things would befall a specific person/people (e.g. … да даде гопод во 

најкратко време да ви случат најлоши работи од кои ќе патите; Да ти се закопа целото 

поколение маме ти ебем; Све живо да ти помре, гнасо; Гроб да немате да ве закопаат, гнаси 

едни). Rarely though, some of the curses were seasoned with a dose of irony in order to make them more 

effective and impressive for the readers (e.g. Следната година свеќи да ви запалиме у чест на 

предавството). 

The speech act of commissives with which the commenters were commonly assuming the role of 

activists were marked by an excessive use of swear words/expressions.14 Most of the swear words used 

in the comments referred to sexual activities and made reference to the target’s mother, wife or children 

(e.g. Бегај мамичето твое да ти го ебам; Да ти ебам жената и децата; Се најмило ви ебам), or 

the target’s body parts (e.g. Да те ебам во шупак; да ти ебам фаца). Some of the commenters being 

 
13 Jing-Schmidt (2017) claim that cursing is a term used to invoke a supernatural power to inflict calamity on the one 
being cursed. Cursing is often done by invoking the name of God, a divine being or supernatural spirits.  
14 Swearing is a form of expression with which a person can express anger, shock, frustration, surprise, pain or 
disappointment. Swearing makes references to bodily functions, such as sexual activity and excretion. In addition, 
swearing refers to the use of profane words, taboo words or words that make reference to animals, religion, scatology, 
sex, sexual reproductive organs, diseases, bodily functions and moral decadency in expressing anger (Pinker, 2010). 
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aware of the obscenity of their expressions tried to mitigate their force by using abbreviations of the swear 

words (e.g. Гонете се у 3 лепе пм; … м... то предавничко да ти го ебам у копило).  The swear words 

were rarely used on their own, i.e. they were always accompanied by other offensive derogatory language 

(e.g. Не само што сте предавници туку сте страм за државата племе да ви ебам продадени души 

гниди смрдени). 

Finally, the speech act of a directive with which the commenters were asking the targets to answer 

their questions or do something, with which they were issuing orders and making requests were marked 

by the presence of threats, i.e. expressions of intention to inflict evil, injury, or damage15. Some of the 

threats were rather direct and targeted a specific individual/politician (e.g. Зајко нема долго да тераш - 

зајко) and some of the threats targetеd a group of people, for instance, the MP who voted in favour of the 

name change (e.g. Ќе ве бараме со потерници! #од прв до последен; ИДИОТИ!!! Ќе платите за се, 

а услакот Струмички најмногу со неговата мртвечка фаца). The threats were also frequently 

combined with additional linguistic strategies employed for conveying hate, such as curses (e.g. Смејте 

се додека ви е смешно после тоа ќе плачите #еденданеостани) or other offensive words (e.g. Ќе 

цркнеш клептоману. Рахитично копиле; ИДИОТИ!!! Ќе платите за се, а услакот Струмички 

најмногу со неговата мртвечка фаца), or even a combination of several strategies – swear words, 

curses, and offensive words (e.g. Мамето курвинско (swearing expression)! Следната народна власт 

ќе ве гони и до самиот пекол (threat). 80 курви (offensive word) ја разнебитија МАКЕДОНИЈА и 

македонскиот народ. Гроб да немате да ве закопаат (curse), гнаси едни (offensive words)). 

Analyzing the semantic content of the threats, it was noted that some of them were: a) extremely intense 

and aggressive, intended to provoke a real action, violence and aggression towards the targets (e.g. … за 

вас само убиство), whereas b) some threats were used only to warn the targets of the bad consequences 

that will ensue and the misfortune that they have brought upon themselves because of their ‘irrational 

actions’. 

5. Conclusion  
The research of the intricate phenomenon of online hate speech in this particular study was placed in a 

very specific socio-political context – Macedonia’s name change. The findings of this research definitely 

confirm Sevasti’s (2014) claim that social media has influenced the traditional pattern of communication 

 
15 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary 
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by introducing a more interactive and participative type of communication. Obviously, people in general 

have become not only more willing to share their position regarding both minor and major socio-political 

issues, but also now they seem unhesitant to verbally lash out hateful rhetoric at all those who hold the 

opposite views. What is more, our findings also show that these verbal assaults are not only directed at 

fellow citizens, but very frequently they are addressed to political figures, journalists, diplomats and other 

officials. We discover firm confirmation regarding this particular finding in Haque (2014) (in Sevasti, 

2014), who also noted that unchecked hate speech on social media ‘creates an environment where actual 

violence against politicians or journalists is not only condoned, but also celebrated, giving those carrying 

out such attacks greater space and encouragement to act’. In our study, the targets of hatred were usually 

specific individuals as well as groups of people, usually politicians, representatives of the government and 

the opposition, whose politics and political moves the Facebook users strongly disapproved of.  

The results also showed that social media users mostly employ assertive and expressive speech acts in 

formulating their hateful comments. Interestingly, despite their obvious frustration, in their comments they 

mainly assume the role of analysts and judges (slightly less frequently), and very infrequently place 

themselves in the position of activists. These results are in line with Trajkova and Neshkovska’s (2018: 

328) previous findings on the roles Macedonian social media users assume when writing political 

comments, which suggests that they are culturally and socially specific. Macedonians in general, analyze 

and judge politicians, but rarely do they call for or take action.  

As for the lexical analysis, the research showed that the assertives abounded with a lot of negative lexis 

and rhetorical figures (mostly metaphors and irony), the expressives with curse words, whereas the 

commisives with swear words and the directives with threats. 

All in all, the paper unveiled the main characteristics of the hateful social media comments in the given 

socio-political context, and these findings can, hopefully, be utilized to assist the efforts of all those who 

work on detecting, identifying, preventing and even removing potentially harmful linguistic contents from 

social media. 
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POWER RELATIONSHIPS AND LEARNING TO TEACH: 
INSIGHTS FROM DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 

Abstract  
This study uses critical discourse analysis tools to shed light on the language used in my own teacher 

education room and its power to influence the learning conditions and opportunities I put in place for my 

pre-service student teachers. The results of my inquiry suggest preliminarily, due to the limited scope of 

the study, that how social power gets distributed in a mentoring situation may be linked to the type of 

mentoring used. Mentoring with a focus on eliciting tends to reduce social power differences, which may 

result in more interactive and creative learning. On the other hand, mentoring with a focus on ‘telling’, 

also termed as judgementoring (Hobson and Malderez, 2013), tends to highlight social power differences, 

which may result in less enjoyable and less interactive, and therefore potentially less effective learning. I 

finish by offering implications for mentors and educators more generally, including language teachers, 

about how discourse analysis formats could be wielded for professional development purposes. 

Keywords: pre-service teacher education, critical discourse analysis, mentoring, 
professional development  

1. Introduction 
Teachers and teacher educators rarely seem to find quiet moments to reflect on what they do, and to take 

stock of their professional learning before moving on to the next lesson or the next mentoring session; the 

pace tends to be relentless for many. The fact that lessons and mentoring sessions are fleeting in nature 

does not help, even though they are rich sources of data about what and how we do in our teaching/training 

contexts.  

This study came into being organically, due to my curiosity to look into the spoken text my student 

teachers and I were generating in our mentoring sessions. I had noticed different discourse dynamics 
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occurring in different sessions and, not convinced that they could be ascribed to coincidence, I decided to 

delve deeper and listen to the story the data from these sessions (further in the text: transcribed mentoring 

sessions) had to say. Engaging in discourse analysis of one of my 45-minute mentoring sessions, I sought 

to understand the power struggles in my teacher education room and how they reflected on my students’ 

ensuing learning.  

To take the reader on my research journey as it unfolded, I first review the relevant literature that provides 

the framework for my study. I then frame the context and the methodology it gave way to. Next, I share 

three transcript excerpts illustrative of various discourse moves taking place, and discuss them in light of 

the critical discourse analysis framework I adopt. I discuss the main findings and offer implications for 

mentors.  

2. Literature review 

2.1. Learning to teach: Insights from the literature on motivation and mentoring 
Supporting student teachers to develop and maintain their motivation for learning to become EFL 

teachers, especially on teacher education programmes situated in difficult, under-resourced contexts, can 

represent a considerable challenge (Ončevska Ager and Wyatt, 2019). In this paper, I discuss motivation 

following Ryan and Deci’s (2000) Self-determination Theory, according to which motivated behaviour 

rests on three main pillars: competence, autonomy, and relatedness. This means that motivation depends 

on opportunities to experience: (1) success, (2) freedom, and (3) positive relationships in one’s 

endeavours. To what extent these can be achieved depends on the ways teacher education programmes 

are organised more generally (I describe the specific teacher education context in detail below), and what 

kind of mentoring is offered. I turn to the latter next.  

There have been attempts to theorise the types of mentoring that may be (more) conducive to learning, 

though literature still appears to be somewhat scarce in this domain of professional learning. One of the 

more widely cited models is Malderez and Bodoczky’s (1999) mentoring roles. According to this model, 

mentors can, in response to specific learning contexts, assume one of the following roles: educators 

(sharing insights), models (exemplifying teaching behaviours), acculturators (introducing mentees to the 

professional culture), sponsors (pointing mentees to suitable people or materials relevant to the field), and 

supporters (providing non-evaluative learning spaces in which emotions can be freely shared). 
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Perhaps the most widely used mentoring (and teaching, in the context of providing feedback) 

technique commonly referred to in literature as the ‘positive-negative-positive sandwich’ seems to center 

on ‘educator’ as the main mentor role. This technique adopts a ‘telling’ approach to mentoring, in which 

mentors share their comments on an observed lesson with their mentees by starting off on a positive note, 

e.g. by making initial positive remarks on the mentees and/or their observed teaching. Then, they move 

on to discuss areas that they feel need more work, only to wrap up the session by making final positive 

remarks. This is an approach that I used before becoming aware of alternatives, and my experience has 

shown that students quickly get accustomed (if they have not already due to their earlier educational 

experiences) to the ‘positive-negative-positive’ discourse pattern, which makes it hard for them to focus 

on the first layer of positives when they know that what follows is going to be critical in nature. Also, the 

mentor’s criticism (however constructive), rather than lowering the affective filter to promote good 

learning (Krashen, 1988), can have the reverse effect of activating the defensive, fight-or-flight 

mechanism in mentees. This results in mentees investing their creative energies to save face rather than to 

learn by reflecting on their teaching in a safe, non-evaluative environment.  

Hobson and Malderez (2013) criticise such ‘telling’ approaches to mentoring, labelling them as 

‘judgementoring (p. 90), i.e. “a one to one relationship between a relatively inexperienced teacher (the 

mentee) and a relatively experienced one (the mentor) in which the latter, in revealing too readily and/or 

too often her/his own judgements on or evaluations of the mentee’s planning and teaching (e.g. through 

“comments”, “feedback”, advice, praise, or criticism), compromises the mentoring relationship and its 

potential benefits”. Judgementoring appears to undermine motivated behaviour as it stifles autonomy with 

its top-down, mentor-centered approach. Mentors sharing judgements also risks damaging mentor-mentee 

relationships. Compromised autonomy and relationships, on the other hand, according to Ryan and Deci 

(ibid.), can limit the opportunities for mentees to experience success in their teaching.  

If mentoring approaches based on ‘telling’, i.e. judgementoring, run the risk of undermining mentees’ 

motivation to learn, approaches based on elicitation might be more supportive of teacher learning. One 

such approach is Malderez’s (2015) Systematic Informed Reflective Practice (SIRP) mentoring model. 

This model was initially designed to be used in peer mentoring (one-to-one) contexts, however, its 

structure lends itself to being adapted to other contexts, including teacher education, and in various 

formats, including the group format. SIRP provides a 5-step structure to professional discussions 

stemming from a taught lesson. Its purpose is to engage the teacher teaching the lesson in a structured 
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reflection on a critical incident, thereby supporting the learners to arrive at their own judgements, rather 

than being told by others. This stripping of the potential of ‘attack’ via criticism creates a much needed 

non-evaluative space in which learners’ affective filter can remain low, and learning can take place safely 

and organically. The ‘steps’ that SIRP is organised around are the following, paraphrased as questions to 

guide a discussion: 

  Step 1: What stood out for you in the lesson?  
  Step 2: How can you understand this? 
  Step 3: What have others said/written on the topic?  
  Step 4: What is the most likely explanation?  
  Step 5: Now what? Assuming your Step 4 explanation is correct, think about what it means for: 

a) Your future teaching 
b) Your learners and/or their learning 
c) Your future learning as a teacher 
d) Any other aspect(s) of your professional/personal life. 

In Step 1 (What stood out for you in the lesson?), the teacher singles out a critical incident that has 

stayed with them for some reason, good or bad. It is very important that the reflection at this stage is data-

driven, i.e. based on fact, rather than interpretation and/or evaluation (Malderez, 2003). This ensures 

systematicity as it minimises any personal bias and/or hasty conclusions early on in the process, which in 

turn makes the reflective journey more explorative, unpredictable and, ultimately, rewarding. In Step 2 

(How can you understand this?), the teacher lists possible reasons for what was described in Step 1. In 

Step 3 (What have others said/written on the topic?), the teacher reviews any relevant (literature or 

otherwise) sources that could provide theoretical underpinning to the topic. On the basis of Step 3, the 

teacher embarks on Step 4 (What is the most likely explanation?), making an informed decision about the 

most likely cause out of those listed in Step 2. In Step 5, the teacher reflects on the implications of the 

reflective exercise on their, and their students’ learning. 

2.2. Discourse analysis and learning to teach 
In this article, I adopt Jaworski and Coupland’s (2014) definition of discourse as “language use relative 

to social, political and cultural formations - it is language reflecting social order but also language shaping 

social order, and shaping individuals' interaction with society” (p. 3). Text is, therefore, not merely a 

linguistic unit, but also a form of human action (de Beaugrande, 1995); language use inevitably positions 

us in the social contexts we inhabit, and influences how we engage with the environment. Discourse 

analysis, therefore, enables us to closely study social practices as enacted by language, in order to 
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understand them better and, ultimately, improve them. In seeking understandings by dissecting (linguistic) 

‘artifacts’, discourse analysis can be seen as a kind of “forensic activity” (Jaworski and Coupland, 2014: 

5).  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a part of discourse analysis which has attracted my interest over 

the years for its potential to shed important light on not immediately tangible aspects of discourse, such 

as that of power struggle, as evidenced in text (van Dijk, 2001). One of the common consequences of 

power struggle is inequality, which, when occurring in the classroom, can undermine the conditions and 

opportunities for learning, potentially compromising motivated behaviour. Van Dijk (ibid.) defines social 

power in terms of control. The following guiding questions, therefore, can be used as a framework for the 

‘forensic’ enterprise of identifying power struggle, as well as its key actors: 

• Who controls topics and topic change? 
• How is turn-taking managed? 
• What lexis/grammar choices stand out? 

3. Context and research methodology 
This study was carried out in the context of a pre-service teacher education programme at a state university 

in the Republic of North Macedonia. The students were in the final (fourth) year of their studies and 

enrolled in their compulsory teaching methodologies module. In the first semester, this module was 

organised as 50% in-class teaching at the university, and 50% classroom observations and practical 

teaching in primary state schools. This study was set in the latter, practical teaching context, with a group 

of approximately 10 students observing and, subsequently, teaching young learners.  

The practical teaching methodologies component was heavily dependent on reflection, both individual 

and group, oral and written. Immediately following the classes which the student teachers either observed 

or taught, each group (I ran three groups at the time) engaged in a 45-minute oral reflection moderated by 

myself. The format of the reflection was inspired by Malderez’s (2015) mentoring framework SIRP, which 

I reviewed previously.  

With the students’ permission, I recorded our group oral reflection sessions (a total of 12 per semester, 

per group), one of which I chose to analyse in more detail in order to understand the ‘social order’ on my 

module, and to reflect on the ways in which the learning environment could be further tweaked so as to 

be more conducive to learning about teaching. To be more specific, I was interested in looking at (1) how 

power was distributed during these reflective sessions, (2) what impact this may have had on the dynamics 
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of the group’s interactions, and (3) whether any of the observed discourse patterns can be said to be related 

to a specific mentoring model. 

Using van Dijk’s (2007) CDA framework, I chose to do text analysis of one of the sessions with a group 

which seemed to be particularly well-bonded, and in which I noticed stark changes in group dynamics 

(e.g. very interactive patches of discourse interspersed with monologues by myself). I suspected I might 

have played a role in the resultant patchy discourse in this group’s discussion session, and decided to 

investigate this more systematically, transcribing the session and dissecting the discourse.  

I will be focusing on three transcript excerpts, which I decided were representative samples, rather than 

outliers, of discourse moves which normally took place in the reflective discussions in this (and in my 

other) groups. All three excerpts were taken from our discussion of the same observed lesson – one given 

by a pair of student teachers (STs) from the group, in the context of teaching first graders in an urban 

context. Some of the aims of the lesson were revising school-related vocabulary and colours. The 

transcript excerpts are presented in the order in which they emerged in the transcript. In the transcripts, 

the different ST voices are signalled with different numbers (ST1-ST7), and my contributions are 

introduced by an ‘E’. In the first transcript, the lines are numbered to help make navigation between the 

various ST contributions easier. 

4. Findings 
In this section, I present the transcripts of the session excerpts which were revealing of broader discourse 

patterns extending throughout the session and in sessions with my other groups. I present each transcript 

separately, first describing the context in the lesson that gave rise to them. 

4.1. Transcript excerpt (TE) 1 
TE1 was inspired by what the STs perceived to be an unpredictable answer from the young learners 

(YLs) they taught. When the STs asked the learners if they would like to sing, the YLs responded with: 

“No!”, “Boring!” and “I’m gonna call the police!”.  

In TE1 I guide the STs to work on Step 2, eliciting reasons for what they noticed. The range of 

suggested reasons for the YLs’ reaction in this excerpt includes: no apparent reason, naughtiness, checking 

how the STs would react, responding to the ST observers’ amusement with the YLs’ behaviour.  

A total of four STs take part in the exchange: ST1, ST3, ST6 and ST7. In contribution 14, there is a 

ST-initiated change of topic, away from an exploration of the reasons for what happened (Step 2), and 
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onto more general comments about how ‘interesting’ the lesson was. This was accompanied by 

acknowledgement from the group signalled by laughter, which was interrupted by a disagreement on the 

part of one of the STs who may have wanted to sympathise with the STs who taught the lesson, 

acknowledging the not-exactly-straightforward job they had. This causes the ST who made the 

‘interesting’ comment to withdraw, which was followed by another ST proposing an action plan (another 

topic change) for the group in order to avoid distracting YL classes in the future. This seemed to get the 

support of the group, with overlapping voices immediately following this suggestion. 

  1   E: Yeah, but why would they say “No” and “Boring”?  
  2   ST7: No apparent reason. I don’t think that… [Silence] 
  3   E: Why would someone say something without a reason? 
  4   ST1: [In Macedonian] To show off.  
  5   E: Just to be cheeky? 
  6   ST1: Yes, cheeky.  
  7   ST6: Or to see what happens. […] 
  8   ST3: The thing is all [of us] that observed the class kind of laughed… 
  9   ST1: Yeah… 
  10   ST3: That kinda encouraged them to… 
  11   E: OK, [so] ‘why’? Because the observers might have encouraged such behaviour. We might 

have. 
  12   ST7: We were laughing… [Overlapping voices] We were amused… […] 
  13   E: Interesting. [It] Might have been us. We might have ‘helped’ fuel this situation…. 
  14   ST7: So, hands down, this was the most interesting class… [Group laughs] 
  15   ST3: It wasn’t interesting. 
  16   ST7: No, for us… I mean, we were amused and we were showing that, and they saw [it]. 
  17   ST6: Maybe from now on we should stop doing that. We should be more… [Noise from 

overlapping ST voices.] 

4.2. Transcript excerpt 2 
TE2 was a discussion of an activity carried out by the STs at the beginning of the lesson. The STs 

stuck on the board cards featuring school-related vocabulary (e.g. desk, pencil case, backpack) and invited 

the YLs to sing a song that the STs themselves had made up.  

I start by congratulating the STs on developing a very effective activity and go on to suggest that they 

underexploited it by potentially ending it prematurely. I then change the topic, inviting the STs to think 

about (other) successful activities. This was followed by silence, which was then followed by one of the 

STs who taught the lesson sharing what she perceived to be an unsuccessful activity.  
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E: And I thought it had lots of promise, because they… I don’t think they fully experienced the joy 
of singing it fully, because they were interrupted and because I’m not sure if all of them had a go, 
you know. Because, if you have a go… If you experience the nice rhythm, and you really did align 
them [the school cards] so well, there wasn’t one superfluous syllable, it was perfect, you know… 
But I felt it ended prematurely and I’d die to see what would happen if you… If we had another go 
at it. I wouldn’t think it was a bad activity… I think it was an underexploited activity. […] So, I 
think that [one, i.e. the song] was a very flow-inducing activity. […] How about the other 
activities in terms of flow? What was flow-inducing? What invited them to experience and stay in 
flow? [Silence] 
ST5: The colouring was a failure from the very beginning. We were so shocked that they don’t 
have books, we didn’t understand that and that was a really, really bad moment for us. 

4.3. Transcript excerpt 3 
TE3 came as a result of the YLs’ regular English teacher offering to come in to help the STs when 

they prematurely ran out of activities and the YL became restless.  

One of the STs who taught the lesson (ST5) shares her fascination with the perceived effortlessness of 

the YLs’ practising teacher. This was followed by another ST recognising the sentiment, but also 

remembering an occasion when the YLs’ practising teacher failed to gain control – arguably, an attempt 

so save ST5’s face and encourage her, a move which I supported. 

ST5: And then it was amazing that in one second she had all of their attention and she just… She 
played with her voice and they were: “We’re magicians now”… It was really amazing. I really 
admire that teacher.  
ST2a: [Unclear] When I was giving a lecture, I felt the same. But now, when I saw the teacher, she 
had [difficulty] keeping them down, too.  
E:  Exactly. 
ST2b: It wasn’t just you, like… It was her, too. They got into it so much that they couldn’t be 
stopped, basically. Even after the class, we saw them outside [the classroom]. They were 
[creating] chaos, they were jumping on the curtain. 

5. Discussion of findings  
The transcripts appear to be illustrative of two types of mentoring: 1) with a focus on telling, i.e. 

judgementoring (TE2), and 2) mentoring with a focus on eliciting (TE1 and TE3). We look in turn at the 

features of these two kinds of mentoring as evidenced in the transcripts.  

5.1. Jugdementoring  
TE2 features a monologue by myself which exemplifies the ‘positive-negative-positive’ sandwich. I 

start by complementing the STs on designing the activity, move on to criticising its execution, i.e. it being 

potentially underexploited, and finish by suggesting that the activity had the potential to be conducive to 

learning – essentially the same point as the positive assessment with which I started my monologue. My 
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lengthy criticism (e.g. you shouldn’t have interrupted the YLs while singing, you should have given every 

YL a go, you should have exploited the activity more) may have set the tone for negativity, since ST5 

goes on to describe an activity that she considered unsuccessful despite my invitation for the STs to share 

successful activities. 

My self-correction in pronoun choice (you > we): 

“I felt it ended prematurely and I’d die to see what would happen if you… If we had another go at it” 

may be seen as indicative of my realisation that I engaged in ‘telling’, i.e. judgementoring, rather than 

eliciting, and an attempt to make criticism less directive. My use of exaggerated lexis, such as “I’d die to 

see” above, alongside superlatives as in “there wasn’t one superfluous syllable, it was perfect” might be 

further lexical suggestions of discomfort on my part due to my engagement in what I now consider to be 

not exactly helpful mentoring.  

Discourse patterns like my lengthy monologue are typically indicative of uneven power distribution, 

with myself holding the floor noticeably more than the STs, which at time results in repetition of points. 

In cases like this, I tend to be in control of both the topic and the turn-taking, and the result of this power 

inequality is students engaging sporadically and either reacting defensively, by justifying their choices, or 

withdrawing, like, to an extent, ST5 did in TE2, who refutes my suggested change of topic (away from 

criticism and onto positivity). Instead, ST5 engages in self-criticism with regard to another activity. 

However, she quickly goes on the defensive, complaining that the teacher failed to provide them with 

important information at the planning stage: the YLs did not have books with them, yet the STs had 

apparently been led to think that they did.  

It can, therefore, be argued that the potentially unsafe learning space that ST5 was provided via a 

mentoring which relies on ‘telling’ resulted in little focus on what could be learnt from her teaching, in 

favour of a stronger focus on saving face by justifying her actions. The mentoring role which dominates 

this exchange is ‘educator’ rather than ‘supporter’ (Malderez and Bodoczky, 1999). Judgementoring can 

be argued to undermine STs’ autonomy since it does not engage them in noticing; rather, all too often it 

seeks to notice for them. Further, it risks compromising positive mentoring relationships. According to 

the Self-Determination Theory, mentoring which fails to cater for autonomy and relatedness runs the risk 

of undermining vital motivation for learning (Ryan and Deci, 2000). 
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5.2. Mentoring with a focus on eliciting 
TEs 1 and 3, on the other hand, feature very different power distribution. My main role in TE1 is 

eliciting by prompting STs to extend and/or clarify their answers (as in lines 3 and 5, respectively), and 

by rephrasing to summarise (as in lines 11 and 13). I am still in charge of where the conversation is going, 

but I leave more room for the STs to shape the interaction. Grammar-wise, the STs’ contributions are often 

quick and short, virtually in note form (see TE1, lines 4 and 6), which makes the exchange quick-paced 

and vibrant. Even more room for the STs is left in TE3, where my only contribution is agreement with a 

ST who attempts to save ST5’s face, which makes my input less of a moderator and more of a partner in 

the exchange, on par with the other STs.  

It is interesting to note, and this is a more general observation based on a wider reflection on my 

session transcripts, that when my contributions are less focused on ‘telling’, turn-taking is more dynamic 

and organic, with the STs taking an active part in the conversation. They also seem to be more willing to 

take initiative to be creative by changing the topic (TE1, lines 14 and 17; TE3, ST2a). The dynamic 

exchanges in TE1 illustrate the freedom that this different, less teacher-centered power set-up grants STs, 

including the freedom for STs to disagree (TE1, line 15). It can be argued that the format of our reflective 

discussion was to an extent freedom-inducing because the students were encouraged to speculate on the 

facts observed, hedging in the process. I attempted to illustrate this throughout the course (e.g. see the use 

of modal verbs in TE1, lines 11 and 13), and the students followed suit by hedging themselves (e.g. “That 

kinda encouraged them to…” and “Maybe from now on we should stop doing that” in TE1, lines 10 and 

17 respectively). Education is so heavily dependent on context that we can rarely talk about ‘rights’ or 

‘wrongs’, which makes hedging virtually the norm. Knowing that anyone’s speculation is potentially 

valuable, therefore, may have been seen by the STs as an additional licence for freedom, i.e. an invitation 

to take part in the conversation.  

The assumption is that mentoring with a focus on eliciting, with a dominant ‘supporter’ mentoring 

role (Malderez and Bodoczky, 1999), relaxes the power tension in the teacher education room, allowing 

mentees creativity to do more of the noticing for themselves, experiencing, thus, autonomy in learning by 

discovery, including arriving at their own judgements about what constitutes effective teaching. This 

power ‘liberaralisation’ can be argued to also relax mentoring relationships, e.g. by encouraging trust. 

These opportunities for STs to experience autonomy and relatedness, in turn, are more likely to result in 

success in teaching, what Ryan and Deci (2000) term as ‘competence’, which increases the likelihood for 

motivated behaviour to freely emerge.  
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Returning to my research questions, then, I can conclude the following. Power tends to be distributed 

very differently depending on the type of mentoring adopted. The analysis of the three transcripts from 

different mentoring situations indicate that mentoring with a focus on eliciting appears to even out 

differences in social power, improves interaction and may be more conducive to learning by discovery. 

On the other hand, judgementoring appears to accentuate existing power differences, jeopardising safety, 

stifling interactional exchanges, limiting the scope for creativity, and potentially stifling learning about 

teaching. 

6. Implications for mentors and educators more generally 
Despite the limited scope of the study, it was useful in taking reflection on the language we use in the 

teacher education room to a deeper level. Far from advocating a specific type of mentoring over another, 

especially as various types of mentoring can be appropriate to different contexts, I have grown more aware 

about the power of language to structure discourse communities, influencing relationships, and, in my 

mentoring context, shaping the conditions for learning to take place. The implications for mentors, but 

also to educators more generally, including language teachers, are many.  

In education, there is certainly room for ‘telling’ (cf. mentors’ ‘educator’ role), however, attention needs 

to be paid to how, when, and for how long during our mentoring sessions we adopt this role, oftentimes 

at the expense of the other mentor roles theorised by Malderez and Bodoczky (1999): models, 

acculturators, sponsors, and, very importantly, supporters. Mentors consistently wielding power via 

discourse in their mentoring sessions might jeopardise mentees’ fragile motivation, especially by stifling 

autonomy due to a mentor-centered approach and/or by compromising relationships, e.g. due to persistent 

judgementoring.  

Analysing our own mentoring language can be seen as a viable professional development tool for 

inspecting the ‘social order’ (Jaworski and Coupland, 2014) in our classes, as well as for reflecting on 

specific discourse moves to understand exactly what we do and not do with language (de Beaugrande, 

1995). Power struggle as evidenced in language (van Dijk, 2001) is one of the many aspects mentors can 

look at; some ideas about what else could be studied include the questions we ask, the comments we 

provide, the ratio of mentor vs. mentee talking time, to name but a few facets of the eternal puzzle of how 

we scaffold learning.  
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While transcribing whole mentoring sessions might not be a feasible enterprise for many mentors, there 

are ways to make discourse analysis a manageable, not too time-consuming professional development 

format (Gokonga, 2018): 

• transcribing small chunks of spoken text (e.g. 1-2 minutes), focusing on critical incidents, to guide 
our reflection; 

• sharing small, manageable chunks of text with a trusted colleague for more dialogic reflection. 

Transcription may be time-consuming, but the benefits are considerable. The very act of transcribing 

slows down the speed of cognitive processing and allows for profound reflection: the more we listen, the 

more tends to come to the surface (Gokonga, 2018). 

This study has certainly served an important professional development purpose for me as it has enabled 

me to dissect the language used in my education room – something that we can rarely afford due to the 

modern pace of work, and life more generally. The quiet reflection on the social practices enacted by 

language has enabled me to notice patterns that were not apparent to me before. This gives me motivation 

to continue exploring the discourse in my teacher education room in order to gain finer understandings of 

the validity of the patterns that emerged from this study, as well as what they mean for all the parties 

involved in the mentoring situation. A future line of research to complement discourse analysis might be 

to include STs’ voices in gaining a deeper understanding of the data, e.g. by carrying out interviews with 

them, or involving them in member-checking. Only once we are confident that we understand our 

mentoring situation(s), can we go on to challenge/improve them. 
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Abstract 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Machine Learning (ML) have slowly taken over the world of technology. 

This paper delves into the importance of Sentiment Analysis (SA) of a given text as a prerequisite to 

successful predictive analytics. The aim is to provide an overview of the different techniques and stages 

in sentiment analysis. Each stage of the machine learning process is separately discussed, along with the 

issues and challenges that occur, and is also illustrated with examples that show the multi-faceted nature 

of language – especially when it comes to the relationship between a text and its context in sentiment 

analysis. An additional challenge is the fact that the sentiment analysis should be conducted in 

Macedonian. The paper sheds light on the challenges and discusses not only the linguistic aspects but also 

the larger implications beyond the small data, such as the vulnerability to manipulation, and whether 

personal opinions can have a measurable impact. The lack of a digital corpus, benchmark data, experience 

in the field, and scholarly research are but a few of the shortcomings, which also serve as inspiration and 

motivation to initiate future research. This paper is but a step toward such new interdisciplinary 

approaches.    

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence (AI), Machine Learning (ML), Sentiment Analysis (SA), 
predictive analytics, Natural Language Processing (NLP) 

1. Introduction 
This paper focuses on two subfields of Artificial Intelligence (AI) known as Sentiment Analysis (SA) and 

Natural Language Processing (NLP), and delves into the importance of SA of a given text as a prerequisite 

to successful predictive analytics. The paper aims to provide an overview of the different techniques and 
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stages in SA, and for that purpose, computational linguistics and NLP are used for emotion detection that 

largely affects the context-based SA. Each stage of the Machine Learning (ML) process is separately 

discussed, along with the issues and challenges that occur, and is also illustrated with examples that show 

the multi-faceted nature of language – especially when it comes to the relationship between a text and its 

context in SA. Primarily, however, it is important to define the basic terms which are crucial to connect 

the dots that create the big picture, and to show the causality between them. 

1.1. Defining Key Terms 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a branch in software engineering that deals with computer-based 

simulation of intelligent behavior. It is intelligence demonstrated by machines or, more specifically, a 

system’s ability to correctly interpret external data, to learn from such data, and to use what has been 

learned to achieve specific goals and tasks through flexible adaptation. The field was based on the 

assertion that human intelligence can be depicted so accurately that it can be simulated by a machine. In 

practice, the terms Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning are used interchangeably but, in theory, 

Machine Learning is a subfield of Artificial Intelligence (i.e. one way of implementing AI). As defined in 

the Google Machine Learning Glossary, Machine Learning (ML) is “a program or system that builds 

(trains) a predictive model from input data. The system uses the learned model to make useful predictions 

from new (never-before-seen) data drawn from the same distribution as the one used to train the model. 

Machine learning also refers to the field of study concerned with these programs or systems.” (“Machine 

Learning”, n.d.) It is a data analysis technique that automates the development of analytical models based 

on the concept that systems can learn from data, recognize patterns, and make choices with minimal human 

interference. 

Along these lines, Natural Language Processing (NLP) is a branch of computer science, data 

engineering, and AI that focuses on facilitating computers in the process of understanding and processing 

human languages, thus bringing them nearer to understanding languages at a human level. Computers do 

not have the same intuitive understanding of natural language that humans do; they cannot read between 

the lines, and this is what NLP tries to surpass. Excellent examples of NLP in action are Alexa and Siri, 

virtual personal assistants that have revolutionized the ways we interact with technology. One of the 

applications of NLP is in Computational Linguistics - an interdisciplinary field involved with analytical, 

statistical, and regulated computational modeling of natural language, which studies suitable and 

applicable computational solutions to linguistic issues. It deals with providing computational models of 
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various kinds of linguistic phenomena. One such example is the “да не” construction in the Macedonian 

language, as in the sentence “Да не сакаш кафе?”, in which “да” is not an affirmative marker and “не” 

is not a negative marker, because, when combined, they become an interrogative marker. Computational 

linguistics aims to disambiguate such constructions.  

To continue, predictive analytics is the use of information, statistical algorithms, and methods of ML 

to determine the probability of future results based on historical information. The goal is to move beyond 

historical data to provide the best predictions of future outcomes. Data is not collected for data’s sake, and 

data scientists take a hard look at web analytics, database management, research, media analysis, 

predictive analytics, linguistics analysis, and more to create the story behind the numbers. Thus, one could 

draw important conclusions and identify new opportunities. In today’s world, predictive analytics is 

mostly used in decision-making and planning, it is advantageous for modeling results, and, finally, it adds 

validity to marketing efforts. Last but not least is Sentiment Analysis (SA), also known as Opinion Mining 

and Emotion AI - an ongoing field of research in text mining. It is the computational treatment of opinions, 

sentiments, and subjectivity of text. It is used to measure subjective statements and give them a measurable 

impact. SA is used for brand monitoring, improving customer support, tracking employees’ feedback, 

providing better product analytics, market research, keeping an eye on the competition, uncovering brand 

influencers, social media monitoring, etc. “Sentiment analysis is sometimes considered as an NLP 

[Natural Language Processing] task for discovering opinions about an entity; and because there is some 

ambiguity about the difference between opinion, sentiment, and emotion, they defined opinion as a 

transitional concept that reflects attitude towards an entity. The sentiment reflects feeling or emotion while 

emotion reflects attitude.” (Medhat, Hassan, & Korashy, 2014)  

1.2. The Scope 
Sentiment Analysis can be considered a classification process which consists of three main 

classification levels: document-level, sentence-level, and aspect-level. The database used for SA is an 

important issue in the field. The main sources of data are reviews, tweets, political debates, forums, etc. 

These reviews are important to the business holders as they can make business decisions according to the 

results of users’ opinions about their products; they take all the data from reviews on amazon.com, film 

reviews on IMDb or tweets as a training database for the machine. Thus, a SA task is considered a 

sentiment classification problem. 
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In the case at hand, SA of texts written in Macedonian was conducted, and the training dataset used 

for NLP and ML was collected via digital channels, i.e. Twitter, Facebook, and forums. To be more 

precise, 150,000 tweets, 100,000 Facebook comments, and more than 10 forums were analyzed. The 

timeframe of the training sessions was six months, after which the software was put to a test-phase in 

which it provided results to a new and original database, based on previous information and knowledge. 

Unfortunately, due to a pre-signed NDA (non-disclosure agreement) with the company where this research 

was conducted, all project outcomes, methodology, and collected data are considered to be sensitive data 

and are not shared in this paper. For this reason, this paper may be labeled as a ‘narrative review’ or a 

‘review paper’ of the linguistic challenges at each stage in SA in Macedonian.  

2. Application 
SA is applicable in many fields as it provides important insights into the emotionally-charged nuances in 

a text. It can be used to determine the general public opinion on a certain subject, and create the big picture 

of that subject in relation to other subjects. It “has become a very active area of applied computational 

linguistics, because of its potential importance for product marketing and ranking, social network analysis, 

political and intelligence analysis, classification of personality types or disorders based on writing 

samples, and other areas.” (Schubert, 2019) To illustrate, let us have a look at some fields where SA can 

provide thorough observations.  

When it comes to marketing, companies use SA to develop their strategies, to get insights into how their 

products, services, or brand are perceived, to see how people respond to their campaigns or product 

launches, and to gain an understanding as to why consumers buy or do not buy certain products. The 

dataset used for marketing purposes is forum discussions, tweets, or other social media statements, product 

reviews, press releases, newspaper articles, etc. Gathering such feedback from customers can help 

companies tailor their products/services according to customers’ needs so that they can meet their 

expectations, and increase revenue. Along the same lines, SA can not only be applied to product reviews, 

but also to stock markets and news articles. 

“Early sentiment analysis research focused on customer reviews of movies, and later of hotels, phones, 

laptops, etc. Later, with the emergence of social media, sentiment analysis in Twitter became a hot 

research topic.” (Jovanoski, Pachovski, & Nakov, 2015) Sentiment analysis in politics is used to monitor 

political views, to detect consistency and/or inconsistency between political statements, and to track 

actions at a government level. It can also be used to predict election results based on generating and 
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analyzing public statements and opinions. Such was the case when SA was used to define the homophily 

of Twitter users during the 2016 American and Austrian presidential elections. What could be concluded 

was that “the Twitter followers of the winner [Alexander Van der Bellen] substantially participated in the 

spread of misinformation about him” during and after the Austrian elections. (Kušen & Strembeck, 2018) 

Nonetheless, there are certain threads to validity when it comes to sarcastic political content, since the 

inability of sarcasm recognition is one of the limitations in SA. “Thus, some users that had a high average 

sentiment toward the candidates, in fact, had a low average sentiment toward them. However, detecting 

sarcasm is an open problem in the sentiment analysis research area.” (Caetano, Lima, Santos, & Marques-

Neto, 2018) Last but not least, SA can be used to track and analyze social phenomena, and determine the 

general mood of the blogosphere.  

As seen from the above-mentioned examples, building a bridge between human and programming 

language is quite a challenging task. This paper sheds light on the challenges regarding the linguistic 

aspects of SA, but it is as important to discuss the larger implications beyond the small data, such as the 

vulnerability to manipulation and whether or not personal opinions can have a measurable impact. One 

such indicator of relevance is Cambridge Analytica, which was said to have influenced Trump’s election, 

as well as Brexit.  

Cambridge Analytica was an unethical experiment that played with the psychology of the voters of an 

entire nation, without their consent or awareness, in the middle of a democratic process. It was a team of 

data scientists that served as a full-service propaganda machine. They created cultural weapons which 

they used to influence culture in order to change politics. Through analyzing language from more than 50 

million Facebook profiles, they segmented the audience according to their sentiment toward the subject 

(the elections), and combined micro-targeting and psychology. Thus, they created a personal profile of 

each voter in each country and made a customized campaign for each one of them. According to the 

profile, they set a different language, tone of voice, and different framing of the message “Make America 

great again”. Their social experiment created something bigger than code, bigger than an algorithm, and 

bigger than language – they changed the cultural reality of a whole nation. This implies that individual 

opinions can be measured through SA and natural language programming. 

3. Sentiment Analysis Classification Techniques 
It is in the SA classification techniques where we can bridge computer science and linguistics, i.e. with 

syntax, semantics, lexicology, and pragmatics. The process of NLP and SA raises awareness of the 
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linguistic nuances that machines need to understand in order to perform successful text processing and 

analysis. “Sentiment Analysis is a problem of text based analysis, but there are some challenges that make 

it difficult as compared to traditional text based analysis. This clearly states that there is need of an attempt 

to work towards these problems and it has opened up several opportunities for future research for handling 

negations, hidden sentiments identification, slangs, polysemy.” (Bhavsar & Manglani, 2019) During the 

training sessions, certain linguistic techniques were applied, such as sentence breaking, part-of-speech 

tagging, lemmatization, stemming, morphological segmentation, and stop words extraction. These 

classification techniques show the complex and multifaceted relationship between a text and its context, 

and widen the gap between human and programming languages. Below is an overview of each technique, 

illustrated with examples that show both their strengths and limitations. “The techniques used are typically 

based on sentiment lexicons that classify the affective polarity of vocabulary items, and on supervised 

machine learning applied to texts from which word and phrasal features have been extracted and that have 

been hand-labeled as expressing positive or negative attitudes towards some theme.” (Schubert, 2019) 

3.1. Sentence Breaking 
“Sentence boundary disambiguation is the task of identifying the sentence elements within a paragraph 

or an article. Because the sentence is the basic textual unit immediately above the word and phrase, 

Sentence Boundary Disambiguation (SBD) is one of the essential problems for many applications of 

Natural Language Processing – Parsing, Information Extraction, Machine Translation, and Document 

Summarizations.” (Wang & Huang, 2003) NLP methods often require their input to be split into chunks 

of sentences; however, given the potential ambiguity of punctuation marks, sentence border identifying 

can be challenging. The standard approach to locate the end of a sentence consists of creating simple rules, 

and identifying their exceptions, such as:  

  Rule 1: If it is a period, it ends a sentence. 
  Rule 2: If the preceding token is in the hand-compiled list of abbreviations, then it does not end a 

sentence.  
  Rule 3: If the next token is capitalized, then it ends a sentence. 

However, in written English, a period may show the end of a sentence or it may specify, among other 

things, an abbreviation, a decimal point, an ellipsis, or an email address. To illustrate, “Muller et al (1980) 

reports abbreviation-period statistics ranging from 54.7% to 92.8% within a corpus of English scientific 

abstracts. Such a range of figures suggests the need for a more informed treatment of the context that 

considers more than just the word preceding or following the punctuation mark.” (Indurkhya & Damerau, 
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2010) Due to their use in emoticons, computer code, and slang, question marks and exclamation marks 

can be equally ambiguous. What this suggests is that it is difficult to form linguistic rules that will apply 

without exceptions. As such, we have abbreviations such as etc., e.g., Ph.D., vs., numbers like $23.45, or 

websites like www.flf.ukim.edu.mk, where, to a machine, each period is considered to be an end of a 

sentence, or, in other words, the website above consists of four separate sentences. Even when the third 

rule is applied, there will still be exceptions, such as initials like D. H. Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, W. B. Yeats, 

E. E. Cummings, W. H. Auden, and many more. This implies that creating an accurate sentence-breaking 

system is not as simple as it seems at first glance.  

3.2. Part-of-Speech Tagging 
“A POS tag (or, part-of-speech tag) is a special label assigned to each token (word) in a text corpus to 

indicate the part of speech and often also other grammatical categories such as tense, number (plural or 

singular), case, etc.” (POS tags and part-of-speech tagging, 2018), depending on the part of speech it 

belongs to, and based on both its definition and context, i.e. its interaction with neighboring and 

accompanying words on a phrase-, sentence- or paragraph-level.  Out of context, a document-level 

sentiment score can draw false conclusions, which is one of the most challenging parts in this technique. 

Let us examine and illustrate the main issues that may occur during part-of-speech tagging. One of them 

is known as text lemmatization or detecting the grammatical category of a word in a sentence. One such 

example is the Macedonian word “јасен” in 1) Дали сум јасен?; 2) Тоа дрво е јасен; and 3) Викни го 

Јасен. In sentence 1, “јасен” is an adjective, whereas in sentences 2 and 3 it is a noun, common and 

proper, respectively. Thus, a word may have a different meaning or belong to a different grammatical 

category depending on the context, and this is difficult to explain to a computer system since it operates 

without a context.  

Syntactic ambiguity can also be challenging in the word-category disambiguation process, mainly 

because of the idiomatic and culturally-bound expressions which are a peculiar element of any language. 

Phrases such as “hold your horses” or “од новина на погибел” have a figurative meaning even though 

other idioms can, in some instances, be taken quite literally, like “a piece of cake” or “изгубен Германец“. 

Also, there are certain phrases which express opinions without using opinion words, as in “It cost me an 

arm and a leg” or the Macedonian equivalnet “Ме чинеше ѓавол ипол”. Such phrases are an additional 

challenge because they operate on a context-level rather than on a word-level.  Let us not forget also the 

issue with context-based part-of-speech tagging, such as in the sentences “I want a burrito so bad” vs. “I 
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just had a burrito. It was so bad”, in which the expression “so bad” has a diametrically opposite meaning 

in both sentences. In Macedonian, the same applies when we compare “гајле ми е” with “не ми е гајле”, 

both meaning the same thing despite the negation in the latter.   

3.3. Lemmatization 
According to the definition in the Collins English dictionary, lemmatization, in linguistics, is the 

process of “grouping together the inflected forms of (a word) for analysis as a single item”, also known 

as a lemma or dictionary form. (Collins English Dictionary, n.d., Lemmatize) In computational linguistics, 

lemmatization is the process through which the lemma of a word is determined based on its intended 

meaning. Unlike stemming, lemmatization relies on properly defining the part of speech and its meaning, 

as well as the bigger context surrounding that phrase, such as adjacent phrases or even the whole 

document. 

For instance, the word “better” has “good” as its lemma. Stemming fails to notice this link because it 

needs a dictionary search. In Macedonian, the same applies when we compare the word “млечен” with 

its lemma, “млеко”. On the other hand, the word “walk” is the base form of the word “walking”, and, 

hence, this is matched in both stemming and lemmatization. The same correlation is present with “заѕида” 

as a word and “ѕид”, as both its stem and lemma. Finally, the word “meeting” can be either the base form 

of a noun or a form of a verb (“to meet”) depending on the context; e.g., “in our last meeting” or “We are 

meeting again tomorrow”. Also, in Macedonian, the word “коси” can be the base of an adjective or a verb, 

again, context-based, as in: “коси линии” or “Детето ја коси тревата”. Lemmatization tries to pick the 

right lemma based on the context, unlike stemming. To illustrate: 

 

Figure 1: Stemming vs. Lemmatization of the word ‘change’  
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3.4. Stemming 
Not to be confused with lemmatization, stemming is the method of decreasing inflected (or sometimes 

derived) words to their word stem, base or root form in linguistic morphology and, in data retrieval, it is 

usually a written word form. “A stem is that part of the word to which inflectional affixes are attached. It 

may consist of a single root morpheme (i.e. a “simple” stem, as in boy), or two root morphemes (i.e. a 

“compound” stem, as in boyfriend), or a root morpheme plus a derivational affix (i.e. a “complex” stem, 

as in manly).” (Stefanovski, 2007)  The stem does not need to be identical with the morphological root; it 

is often acceptable to map associated words to the same stem, even though this stem is not a valid root in 

itself. An English stemming algorithm working on the stem cat should recognize strings like cats, catlike, 

and catty. A stemming algorithm might also reduce the words fishing, fished, and fisher to the stem fish. 

For instance, the Porter algorithm reduces argue, argued, argues, arguing, and argument to the stem argu 

– suggesting that the stem does not necessarily have to be a word. “Affix removal which includes 

algorithms such as Lovins or Porter, is the most popular method, but relies heavily on manually defined 

rule sets.” (Gajduk & Kocarev, 2014) However, there are error metrics as well: 

а) A false positive: or ‘a false alarm’, indicating that a condition does hold when, in fact, it does not, 

such as the following stream: татко, татковина, татни, татнеж, татар, татли, татула, татарник.  

b) A false negative: it indicates that a condition does not hold, while, in fact, it does, as illustrated in 

the following pairs: млеко-млечен, музика-музички, мајка-мајчин, нога-нозе, рака-раце, and број-

броеви.   

 Such errors are usually the result of a suffix stripping algorithm - an algorithm used to remove suffixes 

from a previously-compiled list, such as -ed, -ing, and -ly. The bottom line is that lemmatization and 

stemming are two tasks with the same goal: to group as many variants of the same word as possible. 

“Stemming has been extensively used to increase the performance of information retrieval systems for 

many international languages such as: English, French, Portuguese, to name a few.” (Gajduk & Kocarev, 

2014) 

3.5. Morphological Segmentation and Stop Words 
As the name suggests, morphological segmentation entails identifying the root and all affixes of a 

word, regardless of whether they are prefixes, suffixes, inflectional or derivational. The lack of a digital 

corpus in Macedonian creates a big challenge for conducting a successful morphological segmentation 

since each word variant needs to be inserted into the system manually. To grasp the vastness of such a 
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task, here are two examples of all word variants formed with inflectional and derivational affixes in 

Macedonian: 

Inflectional word 
variants of the root 
form of брз: 

брз, брза, брзо, брзи, брзиот, брзиов, брзион, брзата, брзава, брзана, 
брзите, брзиве, брзине, побрз, побрза, побрзо, побрзи, побрзиот, 
побрзиов, побрзион, побрзата, побрзава, побрзана, побрзите, побрзиве, 
побрзине, најбрз, најбрза, најбрзо, најбрзи, најбрзиот, најбрзиов, 
најбрзион, најбрзата, најбрзава, најбрзана, најбрзите, најбрзиве, 
најбрзине 

Derivational word 
variants of the root 
form of игра: 

видеоигра, доигра, заигра, игра (именка), игра (глагол), изигра, изнаигра, 
меѓуигра, надигра, наигра, обигра, одигра, подигра, поигра, понаигра, 
поразигра, предигра, преигра, проигра, разигра, игралит, игралиште, 
игран, игранка, играч, играче, играчка, играчки, играчница, игроорен, 
игроорец 

Figure 2: 39 inflectional and 31 derivational forms of the words брз and игра in Macedonian 

Stop words, on the other hand, have little semantic content and are extremely frequent, around 30% 

of postings. These words occur in almost every document, i.e., they are not discriminative. Examples of 

stop words are: a, an, and, are, as, at, be, by, for, from, has, he, in, is, it, its, of, on, that, the, to, was, were, 

will, with, etc. In SA and NLP, stop words are omitted because they are considered to carry little semantic 

meaning. Ultimately, this is the chronological order of the steps (from 1 to 8) taken while coding the NLP 

and SA pipeline in the programming language Python (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Coding the Natural Language Processing and Sentiment Analysis Pipeline in Python 
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4. The Relationship Between a Text and its Context  
When we talk about the correlation between a text and its context, we are, in fact, talking about coping 

with syntactic ambiguity or making sense of text. To illustrate, let us have a look at the following 

examples: He hit the man with the baguette; They asked for tea and coffee with sugar, and The boy saw 

the man with the telescope. The ambiguity in the said sentences is evident: in the first sentence the dilemma 

is whether the man is holding a baguette or was hit with a baguette, in the second sentence it is unclear 

whether both the tea and the coffee should have sugar or just the coffee, and in the third sentence the 

ambiguity lies in whether the man was carrying a telescope or was seen through one. In such instances, it 

is difficult for a machine to decode the sentence since it is context-based. Ambiguities appear when a 

word-level SA is applied as well. For example, the adjective terrific may mean extraordinary in “terrific 

speed”, but also frightful as in “a terrific thunderstorm”. The same applies when humor, i.e. irony or 

sarcasm are used, especially when intonation is used as an indicator for sarcasm. This largely influences 

the SA, as most of its training data are tweets and forum discussions. This is applicable to other figures of 

speech as well. “More generally, the ubiquity of metaphor and metonymy in language poses significant 

problems for sense-individuation based on selectional restrictions, since these create contexts in which 

words’ typical co-occurrence restriction do not hold.” (Riemer, 2010) 

That SA is largely context-based can be tested if machine translation is applied. The computer may 

sometimes fail to accurately comprehend a sentence's meaning, leading to obscure conclusions. For 

example, a humorous incident occurred in the 1950s during the translation of a sentence from the Bible 

from English into Russian and vice versa. The following is the biblical sentence that required translation: 

“The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak.”; and this is the result when the sentence was translated into 

Russian, and then back to English: “The vodka is good, but the meat is rotten.” This suggests that context 

is key for successful SA. Now that we have an overview of the multifaceted nature of language and the 

challenges it poses in SA, as well as in its application, we can ultimately reach our conclusion. 

5. Conclusion 
Now that we have discussed the challenges in each SA technique, it is time to draw several conclusions 

about the nature of language, and its worldwide implications. First and foremost, language cannot be 

translated into an algorithm because AI is not mature enough, and machines do not find human languages 

as intuitive as they find programming languages. Secondly, emotions are subjective; thus, conducting a 

successful SA is close to impossible. However, this does not mean that any efforts are fruitless, but that 
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rather one should approach data with a healthy dose of skepticism. And, last but not least, language is one 

of the most powerful tools in the world; it can start a war, end a war, influence elections, and shape reality. 

Thus, we should be careful as to how we use it, or abuse it. 
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Abstract 
The aim of this paper is to compare  English absolute clauses with present participle and Macedonian 

translation equivalents. An absolute clause, also known as an absolute construction, is defined as a non-

finite construction which always consists of two core elements: a (pro-) nominal subject and a predicate. 

This work is focused on the predicative function of the English present participle in the absolute clause 

and its syntactic position. This research is conducted on a corpus of sentences excerpted from English 

literature and their Macedonian equivalents. Consequently, comparative and descriptive methods have 

been used to analyze the excerpted sentences. The results show that absolute clauses with a present 

participle as a predicate are mostly translated into Macedonian with coordinate sentences and NPs, whose 

heads are modified by relative clauses. However, there are also a lot of examples in which English 

participle clauses have been translated with reduced relative clauses and prepositional phrases. 

Keywords: present participle, absolute clause, translation equivalent 

1. Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to compare English absolute participle clauses and equivalents in Macedonian. 

This research and the data collected are a segment of wider research and analysis that dealt with the various 

functions of the English present participle and their translation equivalents in Macedonian. In this context, 

this paper is part of a research on the absolute participle clauses in English and the way they are translated 

in Macedonian. The subject of this research will be broadened and a wider corpus of sentences will be 

analyzed further in another inspection. 

First, the theoretical background of the English absolute participle clauses is given by presenting the 

explanations and findings made by linguists worldwide. The present participle functioning as a predicate 
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in the absolute clause is the subject of this research. The role of the present participle as a predicate in the 

absolute clause has been discussed by many authors (Kortmann 1995:195; Bauer 2000:261; Halliday 

2004: 396, 405; Kane 1983: 754; Zandvoort 1958: 35). This analysis is conducted on a corpus of sentences 

excerpted from English and American literature translated into Macedonian. The differences between the 

present participle clauses and their Macedonian equivalents have been identified by examining the 

excerpted sentences in both languages. 

In this research the following hypotheses can be  observed:  

1. English absolute participle clauses can be translated into Macedonian with coordinate clauses. 
2. English absolute participle clauses can be translated into Macedonian with NPs whose heads are 

modified by relative clauses.  
3. English absolute participle clauses can be translated into Macedonian with reduced relative 

clauses. 
4. English absolute participle clauses can be translated into Macedonian with prepositional phrases. 
5. English absolute clauses can be translated into Macedonian with absolute constructions.  

2. Theoretical background  
A recent research study of the absolute clauses has been conducted by Nikki van de Pol & Peter Petré 

from KU Leuven & Université Lille 3, who investigated the phenomenon of absolute clauses in their paper 

“Why is there a Present-day English absolute? Additionally, another such study that dealt with the 

absolute clauses is the corpus-based study of Quigshun He and Bingjun Yang “Absolute Clauses in 

English from the Systematic Functional Perspective”.   

Absolute clauses create a category of absolute construction. The term ‘absolute’ derives from Latin 

absolûtum, meaning ‘loosened form’ or ‘separated’ (Wheelock and LaFleur 2005: 155-157), “standing 

out of the syntactic sentence” (Crystal 2008:2). The absolute construction can be identified as a non-finite 

construction that always consists of two core elements: a (pro-) nominal subject and a predicate (Bauer 

2000:261). The predicate is typically a present (1) or past participle (2), but other possible predicate types 

include perfective participles, noun phrases, adjectival phrases, adverbial phrases, prepositional phrases 

and infinitives (Kortmann 1995:195). The examples (1) and (2) refer to the predicates presented by the 

present and past participle: 

  (1) The big hard right fist caught Elam on the side of the jaw and stretched the man out on the 
floor, blood leaking from him mouth. (COHA, The first mountain man, Forty guns west, 2001) 

  (2) Eyes closed, slumped the dock, Chang, 39, listed for almost two hours while the judges took 
turns reading the opinion. (TIME, Death for doubters, 1962)  



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 79 

Traditional grammar considers constructions consisting of a logical subject and a logical predicate 

functioning as adverbials, as nominative absolute clauses or as nominative absolute participles. It is called 

nominative because its subject is always nominative, or at least the subject of the English absolute clauses 

is nominative, while the logical predicate is always participial.  

The present participle functioning as a free adjunct that modifies the main clause can have a noun or a 

pronoun in a position in front of it. The noun or pronoun is the subject of the present participle. Such 

juncture of two sentences is an absolute construction, as illustrated in (3): 

  (3) She turned to him, her face looking like someone had turned up the gas jet. (B: 267) 

Absolute clauses are “non-finite and verbless adverbial clauses that have an overt subject but are not 

introduced by a subordinator and are not the complement of a preposition” (Quirk et al. 1985); they are 

also known as “adverbial participle clauses and adverbial verbless clauses” (Greenbaum 1996:338). 

Modern grammarians accept that a subject of an absolute clause may be a zero-case noun or a nominative 

pronoun.  They categorize syntactic types of absolute clauses mostly from the component of the logical 

predicate, which can be a non-finite verb or verbless component.  

According to Quirk et al. (1985:1120), non-finite and verbless adverbial clauses that have an overt subject 

but are not introduced by a subordinator and not the complement of a preposition are absolute clauses. 

They are named absolute due to the fact they are explicitly bound to the matrix clause syntactically, as 

illustrated in (4):  

  (4) No further discussion arising, the meeting was brought to a close. 

The connection between the participial clause and main clause is stronger in cases where the subject of 

the main clause is co-referential in two clauses, as in (3). The independent, absolute construction is not 

grammatically related to the main clause. However, there is a semantic and logical connection between 

these two.   The present participle acting as a predicate in the absolute clause with its own subject, is a 

free grammatical element which has an independent position regarding the main clause.  

Zandvoort (1958:35) claims that there are constructions where a present participle in a free adjunct is 

sometimes preceded by a noun or pronoun functioning as its subject, called absolute participle 

constructions.  The term “absolute” shows that the participle is not dependent on the finite verb subject. 

This type of construction is especially frequent in literary English, while spoken English prefers a 
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dependent clause. These constructions imply relations of time, reason and attendant circumstances as 

illustrated in (5) – (7): 

  (5) Human nature being what it is, perhaps the outcome was inevitable. 
  (6) They had many talks with the natives, the guide acting as an interpreter. 
  (7) On the old man’s death, the property was divided, the greater part going to the elder son, the 

remainder to the younger.  

Zandvoort (1958:36) states that when the subject of an absolute participle is a personal pronoun in the 1st 

or 3rd person, the nominative is used, as in (8): 

  (8) We spent most of the summer in a cottage we had rented together with some friends of 
  ours, they occupying the front room and the attic, and we having the rest at our disposal.  

According to Sweet (1898/1958, II:124), absolute participle constructions are not used in everyday 

conversation and should be avoided in written language. The logical subject in that group is sometimes 

repeated in the accompanying sentence in a pronoun form, as in the example: our guest offering his 

assistance, he was accepted among the number; or the pronoun in the group can refer to the noun in the 

example: neither could he suspect that he had missed his way, it being so broad and plain. Analogously 

to absolute constructions, the participle clauses without a logical subject are sometimes  used absolutely. 

This type of sharp construction is a way of expression for certain writers, like Richard Jefferies (Sweet 

(1898/1958, II:124), as illustrated in the following example: crossing to the other side of the bridge, and 

looking over, the current had scooped away the sand…= ‘when I had crossed…. I found that the 

current…’. Curme (1931: 210) states that the subject of the participle is usually not expressed in a 

participle clause. It is implied by the use of a noun or pronoun near the participle that is used as a predicate 

or predicative appositional adjective.  

According to Curme (1947: 149), the following sentences (9) – (12) are absolute nominative in adverbial 

clauses: 

  (9) Off we started, he remaining behind (=while he remained behind). 
  (10) This disposed (or having been disposed) of (=after this has been disposed of), I turned to 

something else.  
  (11) Conditions being favorable (=if conditions are favorable), we shall surely succeed. 
  (12) He being absent (=since he was absent), nothing could be done.  

In instances (9) and (12) the noun in the nominative with the words by which it is linked forms a clause 

in which it has a role of a logical subject. There is not a verbal form in this clause, but the nominative 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 81 

always represents a subject, and the rest of the sentence is a predicate, hence the nominative is not an 

absolute nominative. The predicate can be a noun, adjective, participle or prepositional phrase. The clauses 

of this type always function as adverbial clauses.  

According to Frank (1972:143), any absolute construction contains ‘a subject’ whose form in the whole 

sentence is unchanged. In the predicate, the finite form is replaced by a participle, or if presented by to be, 

it can be completely omitted. This type of construction usually appears at the beginning or at end of the 

sentence and it is separated from the rest by a comma, as in (13) - (15): 

  (13) Tears streaming down her face, the child ran home to be comforted by her mother.  
  (14) Their plot (being) discovered, the conspirators had to flee for their lives. 
  (15) The air-conditioner not working properly again, they decided to buy a new one. 

Blaganje and Konte (1979:330) claim that -ing participle can have a subject that is especially emphasized 

on a sentence level, as illustrated in (16) and (17): 

  (16) The girl turned around, her heart beating with joy. 
  (17) The children had a month’s holiday, the school having been closed because of an influenza 

epidemic. 

Stageberg (1981:249) regards absolute structures to be comprised of a noun after which present or past 

participle follows, or both participial forms are positioned. This structure is a part of the sentence.  

Furthermore, it is never a complete sentence, as illustrated in (18): 

  (18) The guests having departed, we resumed the normal household routine. 

When non-finite clauses are absolute clauses, i.e., “there may be an explicit subject in the dependent 

clause” (Halliday 1994:229; Halliday and Matthiessen 2004:404) as illustrated in (19): 

  (19) John went off by himself, the rest of us staying behind. 

The non-finite clause in (19) the rest of us staying behind, has an explicit subject which does not refer to 

the subject of the primary clause, hence is an absolute clause. 

Hlebec (1993:75), as well, mentions situations where the doer of a participle action and an action 

expressed by the finite form are different. In this case the participle can get its grammatical subject, and 

this participle is named absolute, as illustrated in (20) and (21): 

  (20) Her husband being ill, I left the message with her. 
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  (21) The work having been done, we sat down to take a rest. 

Djordjević (2000:335) also mentions constructions with absolute participles, as in (22) and (23): 

  (22) It is a wonderful place – people walking up and down, bands of music playing. 
  (23) It being now dark, he diverged to the left.  

Mihailović (2009:179) discusses situations where the participle with non-coreferential subject with the 

subject of the verb in the finite forms an independent construction. This construction usually serves as an 

adverbial adjunct of the finite verb, as in (24) and (25): 

  (24) The snow having fallen during the night, we went skiing. (reason) 
  (25) All being well, we hope to get home by tomorrow morning. (condition)  

The subject of the independent clause is the expletive there, so the participle is used independently, as 

illustrated in (26):  

  (26) There being no quorum, the meeting was postponed. 

3. Methods 
The questions addressed in this research deal with how the present participles with a predicative function 

in the absolute clauses are translated into Macedonian.  The research is focused on the predicative function 

of the present participle in the absolute clause. All research data have been taken from a sentence corpus 

excerpted from works of English and American literature translated into Macedonian. The excerpted 

sentences are taken from the following six works of literature: 

• Beloved, Tony Morrison, published by Vintage, 1997 translated into Macedonian by Zoran 
Ančevski and Dragi Mihajlovski 

• Љубена, Тони Морисон, [превод од англиски јазик Зоран Анчевски, Драги Михајловски] 
Скопје : Детска радост, 1993  

• Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, J.K. Rowling, published by Scholastic Inc. 1999 translated 
into Macedonian by Blagorodna Bogeska – Ančevska 

• Хари Потер и каменот на мудроста / Џ. К. Раулинг; [превод од англиски јазик Благородна 
Богеска – Анчевска]. – Скопје: Култура, 2001 

• A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce, Penguin Books, 1996, translated into 
Macedonian by Blagorodna Bogeska – Ančevska 

• Портрет на уметникот во младоста / Џемс Џојс; превод од англиски јазик Благородна 
Богеска – Анчевска. – Скопје : Магор, 2007  

• Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austin, Penguin Books, 1995 translated by Blagorodna Bogeska-
Ančevska 
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• Разум и чувствителност / Џејн Остин; [превод Благородна Богеска – Анчевска]. – Скопје: 
Магор, 2009 

• Waiting for Godot, Samuel Beckett, published by Faber and Faber, London, Boston, 1956 
translated into Macedonian by Rajna Koška-Hot 

• Чекајќи го Годо / Семјуел Бекет; превод од англиски јазик Рајна Кошка-Хот. Скопјe: Магор, 
2013 

• The Catcher in the Rye, J.D. Salinger, Penguin Books in association with Hamish Hamilton, 1970 
• Игра во ‘ржта, Џером Д. Селинџер- превод и поговор Инда Костова – Савиќ. Скопје: Нова 

Наша Книга, 2004 

4. Data Analysis and discussion 
Following – data collection, the examples are divided into five groups according to their Macedonian 

translation equivalents. In addition, before translating the absolute clause it is important to determine its 

meaning and function in the sentence. As a rule, absolute constructions can function as an adverbial 

modifier of: attendant circumstances, condition, reason, cause, manner and time. The selected examples 

from the analysis have been discussed in the following groups of Macedonian translation equivalents.  

4.1. Group 1 – Macedonian translation equivalents – coordinate clauses 
 The first group of the English sentences are examples where absolute participle clauses are translated 

into Macedonian with coordinate clauses.  According to Minova-Gjurkova (2000:240), coordinate clauses 

in Macedonian, especially those with the conjunction и (and) express addition. Coordinate clauses can 

bring consistent elements of one phenomenon, event, or independent contents that refer to each other. 

Regarding the concept of time, actions can be simultaneous or consecutive. 

Number 27 examplifies two clauses where the participle one expresses an action that is simultaneous 

with the action to the preceding. Absolute participle clauses function as an adverbial modifier of attendant 

circumstances. The Macedonian translation equivalent is a complex sentence comprised of independent 

clauses in which actions are simultaneous, i.e. parallel. The participle clause is translated with coordinate 

clauses. Minova-Gjurkova (2000:236) highlights the fact that on the basis of the presence/lack of 

conjunctions, there are syndetic (sentences connected by means of conjunctions) and asyndetic sentences 

(sentences where conjunctions are omitted). In the Macedonian translation of the participle clause the 

pronominal dative clitic ѝ is used, there are no conjunctions and the translation equivalents are asyndetic 

coordinate sentences, as illustrated in (27):  

  (27) Sethe rose to her hands and knees, laughter still shaking her chest, making her eyes wet. 
(B:175) 
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  Сета се крена на раце и на колена, смеата сѐ уште ѝ ги тресеше градите, ѝ ги полнеше 
очите со солзи. (Љ:183) 

The English example (28) is comprised of two clauses. The English main clause and subordinate clause 

are translated as two main clauses in a coordinating relation. The Macedonian translation equivalent 

contains two coordinate clauses. The absolute participle clause has a temporal function: 

  (28) At this, Hermione stood up, her hand stretching toward the dungeon ceiling. (HP: 138)  
  На ова прашање Хермиона стана и ја испружи раката кон таванот. (ХП: 118) 

The English example (29) is a complex clause with participle clause that gives additional information 

about the sentence subject that is preceded. It is translated into Macedonian by a complex sentence, in 

which the two predicates from the English participle clause are translated with verbs in present tense and 

the verbs are in a sequence of actions that occur simultaneously. The absolute participle clause is in the 

function of adverbial modifier of attendant circumstances:  

  (29) Only Sixo shows up, his wrists bleeding, his tongue licking his lips like a flame. (B: 225) 
  Само Сиксо се појавува, зглобовите му крвават, со јазикот како со пламен, ги лиже 

усните. (Љ: 234)  

The English example (30) is comprised of two clauses and its Macedonian translation equivalent 

contains coordinate clauses connected by the conjunction a. The participle clause is translated with a 

coordinate clause. The absolute participle clause functions as an adverbial modifier of attendant 

circumstances:   

  (30) He looked carefully at Harry, his eyes lingering on the scar that stood out, livid on Harry’s 
forehead. (HP:256) 

  Го полгедна Хари внимателно, а очите му се задржаа на лузната на неговотo чело. (ХП: 
218)  

The example (30) can also be translated into Macedonian by using the conjunctions додека / и, but 

Bogeska-Ančevska chose the conjunction a.  

In English example (31) absolute participle clauses express an action that occurs simultaneously with 

the action of the previous clause. The absolute participle clause functions as an adverbial modifier of 

attendant circumstances. The Macedonian translation equivalent consists of two coordinate clauses. The 

Macedonian conjunction a can be translated into English with the conjunctions but or and, and it can have 
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two functions: coordinating and adversative. In example (32) the conjunction a has a coordinating function 

as illustrated in:   

  (31) He lay on his bed reading late into night, Hedwig swooping in and out of the open window 
as she pleased. (HP:88) 

  Испружен на креветот, читаше до доцна во ноќта, а Хедвиг влетуваше и излетуваше 
низ прозорецот колку што сакаше. (ХП:77) 

Example (32) illustrates the participle clause is translated into Macedonian with an asyndetic clause. 

The translation of the absolute participle clause expresses a relation of reason and time, i.e. it has a blended 

meaning. In the translation, the connection between the sentences is asyndetic.  

  (32) Again, she wished for her baby ghost – its anger thrilling her now where it used to wear her 
out. (B:13) 

  Пак, посака да дојде духот на малечката – со сета лутина што сега ја возбудуваше, 
место да ја мачи. (Љ:21) 

In the English example (33) the participle clause expresses an action that happens simultaneously with 

the action expressed in the preceding clause.  The absolute participle clause functions as an adverbial 

modifier of attendant circumstances. Meaning-wise, the participle clause is revealed in the Macedonian 

translation.  The opaque semantic relation between the two clauses, where one is a participle, is overtly 

signaled in the Macedonian translation. It contains independent clauses, connected by the conjunction a, 

which express a temporal simultaneous relation, as illustrated in (33):  

  (33) Now she sat on Baby Sugg’s rock, Denver and Beloved watching her from the trees. (B:95) 
  Седна на каменот на Бејби Сагз, а Денвер и Љубена ја гледаа од честакот. (Љ:102) 

In the English example (34), comprised of two sentences, the participle clause is used to emphasize 

semantic opposition with the action expressed by the predicate of the prior clause. The absolute clause 

expresses an implicit meaning of concession. The Macedonian translation equivalent of the participle 

clause is a coordinate clause with an adversative meaning, as illustrated in (34):   

  (34) Sure enough, there they were, not a one of them heading for the door.  (B:184) 
   Сигурен беше, внатре се, а ниедна да стане да му отвори. (Љ:193)  

In the example (35) the participle is a reduced relative clause and it functions as an adverbial modifier 

of the attendant circumstances.  The Macedonian equivalent here is an asyndetic coordinate clause, a 

clause where the conjunction is omitted and a statement is made (Gligorov, 1973), as illustrated in (35):  
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  (35) It was on the corner of the street that he noticed the first sign of something peculiar – a cat 
reading a map. (HP:2) 

  Уште на аголот на улицата се појави првата чудна работа – една мачка читаше мапа 
нa градот. (ХП:6)  

4.2. Group 2 - Macedonian translation equivalents – NPs whose heads are modified 
by relative clauses  

The second group of the analyzed examples represent English sentences with Macedonian translation 

equivalents NPs whose heads are modified by relative clauses.  

This English example (36) contains a participle clause in a medial position and it is translated into 

Macedonian with an NP whose head is modified by a relative clause. The absolute participle clause is in 

the function of adverbial modifier of manner, as illustrated in: 

  (36)Stephen, his tongue cleaving to his palate, bowed his head, praying with his heart. (PA: 154) 
  Стивен, со јазикот што се пробиваше кон непцето, ја наведна главата и се молеше со 

сето свое срце. (ПУ: 175)  

The English example (37) is a complex sentence that is followed by a participle clause. The present 

participle as a predicate of the participle clause expresses a simultaneous, parallel action with the action 

expressed by the predicate of the main clause. The absolute participle clause in the version translated into 

Macedonian is a dependent relative clause, functioning as an NP whose head is modified by a relative 

clause, as illustrated in:   

  (37) They landed quickly, and Harry ran to the door, the key struggling in his hand. (HP:281) 
  Брзо се спуштија и Хари потрча кон вратата со клучот што се бореше да се ослободи 

од неговата рака. (ХП:239) 

In the English example (38) the absolute participle clause functions as an adverbial modifier of 

manner. The Macedonian translation equivalent is a non-restrictive appositional relative clause whose 

head is the subject of the sentence as illustrated in: 

  (38) Dudley won, so Harry, his glasses dangling from one ear, lay flat on his stomach to listen at 
the crack between door and floor. (HP:36)  

  Дадли победи, па Хари, на кој очилата му виснаа од едното уво, легна на стомак да се 
обиде да чуе нешто од процепот меѓу вратата и подот. (ХП:34)   
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4.3. Group 3 – Macedonian translation equivalents – reduced relative clauses 
This group is comprised of English excerpted examples containing absolute participle clauses that are 

translated with reduced relative clauses into Macedonian. One example is taken from the data collection 

for illustration.  

The example (39) is a complex sentence where the participle clause expresses a simultaneous and 

parallel action with the one of the predicates in the main clause. The absolute participle clause functions 

as an adverbial modifier of manner, and the Macedonian translation equivalent of the participle clause is 

a reduced relative clause that functions as a clause of manner.  

  (39) They passed into the anatomy theatre where Mr. Dedalus, the porter aiding him, searched 
the desks for his initials. (PA: 101) 

  Влегоа во амфитеатарот по анатомија, каде што господин Дедалус, помогнат од 
портирот, почна да ги бара своите иницијали по клупите. (ПУ:114)  

4.4. Group 4 – Macedonian translation equivalents – prepositional phrases 
 Example (40) points to the initial subjectless adverbial clause expressing anteriority is juxtaposed 

with an absolute clause with the semantic role of simultaneity. The absolute clause functions as adverbial 

modifier of manner. The translation equivalents are coordinate clauses where the English absolute clause 

is translated with a prepositional phrase. The Macedonian prepositional phrase is in an initial position 

denoting the manner of action expressed by the predicate in the coordinate clause.  

  (40) Turning the envelope over, his hand trembling, Harry saw a purple wax seal bearing a coat 
of arms; a lion, an eagle, a badger, and a snake surrounding a large letter H. (HP:34) 

  Со растреперени раце Хари го преврте пликот и на задната страна откри пурпурен 
восочен печат со грб – лав, орел, јазовец и змија обвиткани околу големата буква „Х“. 
(ХП:32)  

 Example (41) is a complex sentence where the absolute participle clause is in final position. The 

absolute participle clause functions as adverbial modifier of manner. The Macedonian translation 

equivalent of the participle clause is a prepositional phrase, also functioning as an adverbial modifier of 

manner, as illustrated in:   

  (41) All were waiting: uncle Charles, who sat far away in the shadow of the window, Dante and 
Mr. Casey, who sat in the easychairs at either side of the hearth, Stephen, seated on a chair 
between them, his feet resting on the toasted boss. (PA:30-31) 

  Сите чекаа: Вујко Чарлс кој седеше во сенката на прозорецот, Данте и господин Кејси, 
обајцата седнати на фотелјите од двете страни на огништето, Стивен, седнат на еден 
стол помеѓу нив со нозете потпрени на решетката. (ПУ:34)  
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4.5. Group 5 – Macedonian translation equivalents - absolute constructions 
The fifth group is comprised of English examples with absolute participle clauses having absolute 

constructions as translation equivalents.  

The English example (42) is a complex sentence comprised of a temporal adverbial clause, a main 

clause and an absolute participle clause. The absolute clause is expressing the relation of simultaneity and 

it is a temporal adverbial modifier. The Macedonian translation equivalent is a complex clause consisting 

of a temporal adverbial clause, main clause and an absolute construction.  

  (42) When the heat got hot, she might walk around the house naked or wrapped in a sheet, her 
belly protruding like a winning watermelon. (B:250) 

  Кога ќе фатеше жега, можеше да излезе околу куќа гола или завиткана со чаршаф, мевот 
истурен како зрела лубеница. (Љ:259) 

Our translation of example (42) is an absolute clause derived from: Кога излегуваше таа беше 

завиткана со чаршаф, додекa/а нејзиниот мев беше истурен како зрела лубеница. 

In the Macedonian translation како зрела лубеница is a prepositional phrase that modifies the verbal 

adjective истурен. The construction мевот истурен како зрела лубеница can be considered a depictive 

secondary predicate according to the viewpoint of Petrevski (2019:67-68). In addition, Minova-Gjurkova 

(2000:221) refers to the structures of this kind as embedded predicative attributes that can presented by a 

verbal adjective as illustrated in (42) above.  

 Example (43) is a complex sentence comprised of two clauses, where one of these is an absolute 

participle clause used as adverbial modifier of time. The Macedonian translation equivalent of the 

participle clause is an absolute construction with a temporal adverbial додека, as illustrated in:  

  (43) It seemed now to play itself, he and his fellow actors aiding it with their parts. (PA:96) 
   Небаре самата се играше, додека тој и неговите другари само помагаа со своите  улоги. 

(ПУ:32)  

5. Key Findings 
The English absolute clause with a present participle in a predicative role is translated into Macedonian 

as coordinative sentences (including an adversative relation), NPs whose heads are modified by relative 

clauses, reduced relative clauses, prepositional phrases and absolute clauses. The largest number of 

excerpted and analyzed sentences belong to the first group, where the translation equivalents are 

coordinate clauses with the absolute participle clause functioning as an adverbial modifier of attendant 
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circumstances. The next largest number of analyzed sentences belong to the second group, with 

Macedonian translation equivalents – NPs whose heads are modified by relative clauses. There are also 

groups of sentences translated with reduced relative clauses, prepositional phrases and absolute 

constructions. In most of the examined examples the absolute participle clause functions as an adverbial 

modifier of attendant circumstances, although there are also examples where the absolute participle clause 

functions as an adverbial modifier of reason, concession, manner and time.  

6. Conclusion  
In English the present participle as a non-finite verb form is not defined in time and manner, and in cases 

where it has a role of a predicate in a clause with its own subject, it can be qualifying for the noun or the 

whole situation. In cases where the subject i.e. the situation in which the present participle is a participant 

does not correlate with the subject/situation of the main (matrix) sentence, the independent absolute clause 

of the completed thought adds another logically parallel thought. The independence of this clause can be 

explained by the fact that it does not determine the other clause, neither does it supplement its sense, but 

on the other hand comprises one notional unity. 

The absolute participle clause refers to a certain element of the main clause and provides a closer definition 

of that element, i.e. it is a qualification of the finite verb clause in English. By using the absolute clause 

any of the participants in the main clause can be additionally qualified, or the action itself can be linked 

to other actions in the main clause. This connection is expressed as a situational unity of the two events 

that in certain contextual sense can imply completely defined relation of attendant circumstance, time, 

reason, condition, concession etc.  

The Macedonian translation equivalents of the English absolute participle clauses are: 

• coordinate clauses, 
• NPs whose heads are modified by relative clauses, 
• reduced relative clauses, 
• prepositional phrases, and 
• absolute clauses. 

The translation of the absolute clauses, is a matter of style and choice that is made by the translator. The 

translator sometimes decides to separate the two predications into two separate notional and grammatical 

units. Hence, a different overall impression is accomplished because the thin line of direct mutual 

connection that places the two predications on the boundaries of a mutual sentence is disconnected.  
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PERCEPTIONS 

Abstract 
Although assessment is an integral part of the learning process, often, despite its significance, it is 

perceived in a negative light, causing many learners stress and anxiety. The questions that arise are why 

this is so, and how it can be resolved, i.e. how assessment can be brought closer to the learners so that 

they see it as a tool for their foreign language acquisition, development and improvement. The purpose of 

this paper is to take a closer look at Macedonian EFL learners’ perceptions of assessment, specifically the 

perceptions of freshmen and seniors majoring in English at the “Blaze Koneski” Faculty of Philology in 

Skopje, North Macedonia, as well as the factors that may affect how successful assessment is. It will also 

address what factors teachers need to consider when deciding on the method(s) of assessment to be used, 

with a special focus on teacher-, self-, and peer-assessment.  

Keywords: teacher-/self-/peer-assessment, ESP 

1. Introduction 
Learning a language, in this case, learning a foreign language (FL), such as English, is a process which 

requires the acquisition of different competencies, whether grammatical, reading and listening 

comprehension, speaking skills and fluency, or writing skills, among others. The process itself is not a 

straightforward one, but rather it is time-consuming and may involve taking several steps back for revision 

before proficiency is achieved. Certainly, different learners have different goals in terms of why they are 

learning EFL, with the majority of them learning it to achieve communicative competence and 

comprehension.  

Throughout time, various teaching and learning approaches have been utilized, with the ultimate aim to 

satisfy learners’ needs. However, no matter what approach has been, or is being used, assessment 
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consistently features as a vital element, acting as a link between the teacher and the learner. In other words, 

it serves as a bridge between what has been taught and what has been learned. In addition, according to 

the MacFarlane Report (Committee of Scottish University Principals, 1992), assessment is noted as the 

single most significant factor in students’ learning (Falchikov, 1995: 160). Furthermore, what and how 

assessment is carried out has a profound influence on learning, and is a major factor that can encourage 

either surface or deep learning (George and Cowan, 1999: 98-99).  

Assessment can be divided into formative and summative, and within that classification, there are 

numerous assessment techniques and strategies. 

Basically, formative assessment is the assessment that happens on a daily basis; it is the type of assessment 

that allows the teacher and the learner to interact with each other, as it allows them to be equal partners in 

the learning process. In fact, this type of assessment allows the teacher and the learner to determine 

whether their respective teaching and learning strategies are successful or not, thus allowing the 

opportunity to incorporate necessary changes to improve them. This is possible because formative 

assessment is a part of the learning process; it sets the learner in the central position, and the teacher has 

the role of facilitator, helping the learner in their L2 acquisition. It is also an opportunity for the teacher 

to find out if the learning they planned is actually happening (George and Cowan, 1999: 9). Thus, it can 

be used during a course to form judgements on the success of learning so that remedial action can be taken 

before it is too late (Petty, 2004: 449). As Hadrill sees it, the process of formative assessment is a key way 

that reflectivity can be enhanced (Hadrill, 1995: 169). In addition, regular formative assessment can be 

motivational, as continuous feedback is integral to the learning experience, stimulating and challenging 

students (Leach et al., 1998: 204).   

Summative assessment is no less important, as there is evidence which shows that there is a direct 

relationship between the development and evaluation of assessment criteria and the development of whole 

programs of learning (Mortimer, 1998). In fact, that is the underlying purpose of summative assessment, 

a type of assessment which tends to be given periodically in order to determine at a particular point in 

time what the learners know and do not know.  

Despite the variety of assessment techniques and strategies at our disposal, our choice is to a great extent 

determined by what skill is being assessed, as well as the learners’ age and proficiency, and, as such, 

assessment can further be sub-divided into self-, teacher-, or peer-assessment. 
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Generally speaking, self-assessment refers to the assessment carried out by the learners themselves, where 

they are placed in the position to objectively assess their acquisition of various L2 skills. Teacher-

assessment, as the name implies, is the most common type of assessment, the one carried out by the 

teacher, while peer-assessment is assessment carried out by peers. In all three cases, there are advantages 

and disadvantages, and it would be worthwhile for both learners and teachers to be aware of them. Because 

assessment is just one component in the learning and teaching process, these might be incorporated 

together, at various stages, thus potentially increasing the positive effects. Furthermore, the acquisition of 

various L2 skills might be better assessed by one of the three types, or a combination of two, rather than 

just resorting to the same type all the time.    

Macedonia is not exclusive regarding changes to assessment practices not having kept pace with the 

changing environment in higher education. Even though there is increasing recognition of the importance 

of using a varied assessment arrangement, there, nevertheless, continues to be too much emphasis placed 

on exams and standard teacher-marked essays and reports; basically, on following a very structured and 

limiting format, which does not fully allow the learners’ various talents to be recognized, and tries to push 

everyone into one very constraining mold, often stifling creativity. 

Changes obviously need to take place in the context of the issue of assessment, and appropriate and fitting 

assessment practices need to be implemented, practices that would take into consideration all the factors 

that play a role in its successful realization. Obviously, there is a real need to help pre- and in-service 

language teachers to improve their language assessment theory and practice, and bring the two together. 

2. Previous Research in the Field 
Assessment as an issue is nothing new in teaching methodology. Indisputably, it has become a hot topic 

in the last several decades, its role and significance in FL teaching and learning becoming clearly evident. 

This is not important just in an abstract, academic way, but it is also important from a practical point of 

view, as teachers need to be knowledgeable about what assessment entails. For FL teachers, language 

assessment literacy (LAL) covers extensive and classroom-based assessment knowledge, skills, and 

practices, including the design, implementation, and evaluation of assessment tools. LAL also includes 

the appropriate, ethical, and fair use of assessment to improve teaching and learning (Davies, 2008; 

Fulcher, 2012; Inbar-Lourie, 2008).  

Research studies looking at summative assessment, for example, have looked at test qualities, how and 

what teachers assess, and the nature of the instruments. In that context, Frodden, Restreppo, and Maturana 
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(2004) conducted a study among 12 English teachers and 5 French teachers in order to gain an insight into 

the task and assessment methods used, and found that they used communicative tasks, and were starting 

to use self- and peer- assessment. Frodden et al. (2004) concluded that the teachers used summative 

assessment much more than they did formative, and they seemed to take reliability and practicality into 

account. Similar results to those in Frodden et al. (2004) can be found in Lopez and Bernal (2009), who 

discovered that teachers rely on summative assessment to assess language competence. Along these lines, 

because of a standards-based influence in China, Cheng, Rogers, and Hu (2004) reported that language 

teachers tended to overuse traditional, summative assessment. In the study conducted by Diaz, Alarcon, 

and Ortiz (2012), English teachers focused their assessment practices on achievement tests for grammar, 

vocabulary, and pronunciation.  

On the other hand, testing practices of teachers in higher education have shown a connection with the 

communicative approach. Even though written closed-ended tests were used, they also included speaking 

in assessment. Similar results can be found in other studies, which have claimed a limited, mostly 

linguistic view of communicative competence in their research with university teachers, where, even 

though they expressed that their practices were formative rather than summative, the researchers identified 

a discrepancy between this belief and the teachers’ practice because they employed mostly summative 

assessment. 

In conclusion, there is ample evidence that suggests that training in language assessment is needed for a 

positive impact on teachers’ assessment practices.  

2.1. Research Questions 
 A survey was conducted among Macedonian EFL majors at the “Blaze Koneski” Faculty of Philology 

to see how they perceive assessment, and why they perceive it the way they do. 

 The participants, freshmen and seniors, were asked to fill out a survey, which was anonymous and 

voluntary, and then do a follow-up interview. There were 10 questions in total; seven in the survey, and 

three in the follow-up interview. The survey consisted of the following questions: 

• Do you feel that assessment, in general, offers a genuine reflection of a person’s knowledge? Please 
elaborate. 

• When you think of assessment, how does it make you feel? Please elaborate. 
• Has assessment ever been used as a punitive measure/disciplinary tool? Please elaborate. 
• Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you have experience with?  
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• Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you feel is the most objective? 
Why? 

• Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you feel the most comfortable 
with? Why? 

• In your opinion, what are the advantages/disadvantages of each? 
•  The following three questions were asked in the follow-up interview with the participants: 
• As future teachers, how do you plan to carry out assessment so that you get the most objective 

reflection of your students’ L2 competence? 
• What is the best/worst assessment technique, in your opinion? Why? 
• Should different assessment techniques be used in higher education, as opposed to primary and 

secondary education? Please elaborate. 

 The participants’ responses will be provided, and analyzed and discussed in the sections that follow.  

3. Methods 
A total of 56 participants, 34 freshmen and 22 seniors, from the Department of English Language and 

Literature participated in the survey by answering a set of questions connected to the issue of assessment. 

The reason why the survey was distributed among freshmen and seniors was to see whether, and what, 

differences there might appear in the answers, since one group was just starting out in their studies, while 

the other was completing them.  

The questions required more than a simple yes/no answer from the participants; they required them to put 

some thought when formulating their responses, and allowed them to elaborate. The majority of the seniors 

provided more detailed responses, while this was lower among the freshmen. This was not unexpected, as 

the further students are in their studies, the more confidence they have when it comes to sharing their 

opinions.  

The students’ participation was done on a voluntary basis, and their answers were anonymous. The survey 

was done during class time (Modern English Language), while the follow-up interview was carried out at 

times previously arranged to fit the schedule of the participants.  

In terms of the disparity connected to the number of freshman/senior participants, this was due to the 

attendance rate, which is, unsurprisingly, higher among the freshmen than it is among the seniors. On the 

other hand, the responses of the seniors were lengthier and more detailed, where they tried to explain and 

elaborate their responses. 

4. Findings Analysis 
The results, presented in order of the research questions (see section 2.1. above), are as follows: 
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Do you feel that assessment, in general, offers a genuine reflection of a person’s knowledge? 
Please elaborate. 

This question started out as a closed-ended question, as it required the participants to answer with either 

a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, but the second part of it allowed them to elaborate on their response. Interestingly, there 

were cases where the respondents did not answer directly with a yes/no, but broadened and generalized 

their response with generally, in most cases, usually to the yes/no answer, with only about half of them 

explaining their response in more detail. In any case, 78% of the respondents answered with 

(generally/usually) ‘yes’, and 22% said (generally/usually) ‘no’. 

Those who elaborated mentioned the following: 

Explanation 

positive responses negative responses 

- teachers use different ways to see how much 
students know;  
- teachers have lots of experience in this, they 
can just tell how much somebody knows;  
- tests aren’t the only ways that we get points 
from, they’re just one part the final mark 
consists of. 

- not all students are good at taking tests, and 
sometimes a bad performance on a test may 
result in a bad overall grade, which is not a real 
reflection of their ability;  
- some students do well on a test or exam by 
cheating, and get a better mark than somebody 
who did not cheat, but who is better than them.  

When you think of assessment, how does it make you feel? Please elaborate. 

Here the participants were not limited in their answers by being given a list of adjectives to describe 

emotions, but rather had the opportunity to write down their own responses. The following emotions were 

mentioned, synonymous words being grouped together: scared, tense, stressed, upset, tired, annoyed, 

resigned. 

The respondents did, in most cases, elaborate their answers, and this will be looked at in more detail in 

Section 5. 

Has assessment ever been used as a punitive measure/disciplinary tool? Please elaborate. 

This answer is not illustrated in a chart because it is unanimous, with all of the participants answering in 

the affirmative, that yes, assessment has been used as a punitive measure/disciplinary tool.  

Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you have experience with? 
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This question had a 100% answer rate: 100% said teacher-assessment, 12% said self-assessment, and 64% 

said peer-assessment.  

Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you feel is the most objective? 
Why? 

This part of the question had a 100% answer rate, with 64% answering teacher-assessment, 25% self-

assessment, and 11% peer-assessment.  

In terms of the second part of the question, where the participants are asked to elaborate on their response, 

the majority of the seniors provide a detailed explanation, while only half of the freshmen participants do 

so. The detailed explanations are as follows: 

Explanation % 

= those who answered teacher-assessment is the most objective:  
- the teacher is the authority;  
- the teacher knows best;  
- teachers have many years of experience teaching and marking. 

64% 

= those who answered self-assessment is the most objective:  
- the student is the only person who can honestly know how much they know, for example, 
they might have cheated, and the teacher does not know that. 

25% 

= those who answered peer-assessment is the most objective:  
- you can compare what you know with what your peers know, and see if you know more or 
less than them. 

11% 

Which type of assessment (teacher-, self- or peer-assessment) do you feel the most comfortable 
with? Why? 

This question also had a 100% answer rate, with 48% saying teacher-assessment, 31% going for self-

assessment, and 21% choosing peer-assessment. 

The second part of the question, the why, was for the most part answered by most of the participants, some 

providing more thought-out explanations, others just a short explanation of one or two words. 

Explanation % 
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= those who felt the most comfortable with teacher-assessment:  
- the teacher is ultimately going to form our marks;  
- we’ve had teachers mark us throughout our education, from primary, to secondary, to 
university;  
- I’m used to being marked by the teacher;  
- at least the teacher won’t share my mistakes with the other students. 

48% 

= those who felt the most comfortable with self-assessment:  
- it’s less stressful than the others;  
- I’m the best judge of what I know;  
- nobody else needs to know what I don’t know;  
- I don’t need to compare myself with the others. 

31% 

= those who felt the most comfortable with peer-assessment:  
- these are our friends;  
- they don’t really have the authority to change our overall mark;  
- it’s less stressful;  
- it’s not as ‘official’ (sic);  
- they’ll probably not notice all my mistakes. 

21% 

In your opinion, what are the advantages/disadvantages of each (teacher-, self- and peer-
assessment)? 

Here, some of the participants responded only partially, choosing to note advantages/disadvantages of 

only one or two types of assessment, or provided just advantages, and not disadvantages, which might 

indicate that they either feel that there are no disadvantages, that they simply did not read/understand the 

question fully, that both advantages and disadvantages were asked for, or that they simply wanted to finish 

faster. 

type of assessment positive responses negative responses 

teacher-assessment - the teacher has experience doing 
this;  
- teachers are experts in 
assessment;  
- I’m used to this, teachers always 
mark our work;  
- the teacher ultimately forms our 
marks;  
- it’s the teacher’s job, they get 
paid to do this. 

- it makes me feel anxious and 
stressed;  
- the teacher always focuses on the 
negative aspects, and never gives 
positive comments;  
- it takes too long until we get our 
work back;  
- I don’t know where my mistakes 
are, very general notes. 
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self-assessment - it’s not stressful;  
- I don’t feel anxious;  
- I’m the best judge of how much I 
know;  
- I’m not judged by others;  
- I feel important;  
- it’s good practice for the future; - 
this makes us feel like we’re being 
taken seriously. 

- I don’t know if I’m being objective 
enough;  
- I’m not sure whether I’m doing it 
right;  
- I don’t know if the teacher will take 
self-assessment into consideration 
when forming the final mark. 

peer-assessment - it’s not as stressful;  
- we get more detailed comments;  
- we get our work faster;  
- it’s anonymous, so the other 
students don’t know whose work 
they are marking;  
- it’s good practice for the future; 
- we’re learning to pay more 
attention when giving our peers 
comments. 

- peers aren’t competent to mark;  
- I don’t know how seriously the 
others take this;  
- peers’ comments are not very 
helpful;  
- I know more than those who mark 
my work. 

The above seven questions made up the survey. There was also a follow-up interview, with all of the 

participants who did the survey, which consisted of three more questions, and it was carried out orally. A 

lot of effort was put into the wording of the questions, so that the participants would not feel intimidated, 

or feel anxious or afraid of saying the wrong thing. The answers, summarized, to the questions which 

made up the follow-up interview are presented below: 

As future teachers, how do you plan to carry out assessment so that you get the most objective 
reflection of your students’ L2 competence? 

- I plan to use many different techniques to assess my students’ L2 competence, and besides in-
class tests, I plan to give them open-book tests, as well as take-home tests, and assignments; 
- group work is also important, and often we don’t have very many opportunities to work together; 
I think this should also be a part of the grade, to see how students can collaborate and work 
together with other students; 
- I think tests are not very useful, so I plan to replace them with oral interviews, and paper 
assignments; 
- tests stress out students, so I’ll try to limit them as much as possible, and use other methods to 
form grades, such as presentations, written assignments, and even extra-points projects. 

 

What is the best/worst assessment technique, in your opinion? Why? 
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- I think it’s best if all of them are used, and then a grade is formed from all of them together, like 
an average; 
- teacher-assessment is both good and bad, and self-assessment and peer-assessment also have 
good sides and bad; I don’t think a mark can be formed by just one of these, they need to be used 
together; 
- teacher-assessment is OK because we’re used to it, but it’s still stressful, and the other two are 
not stressful, but I think we need more practice; maybe a combination of these? 
- it’s hard to say which one is the best and which one is the worst, they all have positive sides and 
negative sides; I guess the good points would have to be weighed against the bad points and see 
which side tips the scale. 

 

Should different assessment techniques be used in higher education, as opposed to primary and 
secondary education? Please elaborate. 

- yes, the assessment techniques should be used in accordance with the learners’ age, and 
proficiency level – you can’t ask primary school pupils to do self-assessment, for example; 
- I think so, the older and more mature the students, the more variety in assessment techniques 
that can be used; 
- in primary school it would probably be best to have just teacher-assessment, in secondary 
school, besides teacher-assessment, students can also be taught peer-assessment, and then in 
higher education self-assessment can be introduced;  
- at this level, the learners are more mature and they can handle self-assessment, and be objective. 

 

5. Results/Key Findings 
From the data analysis presented in the previous section, there might be points where the students’ 

responses are, at first glance, contradictory. This is not surprising, because the participants answered the 

questions not as a unit, but rather, as standing alone, and for this reason it becomes evident that some of 

their answers may seem to contradict each other. 

In any case, it seems quite clear that though the significance of assessment as a component in the teaching 

and learning process is never disputed, changes, are, nevertheless, needed in order to change the students’ 

negative perceptions of assessment, and see it, in practice, as the beneficial tool it really is in the context 

of (E)FL learning. 

What these results show is that there is a reason why assessment is not appreciated by students for its 

intended purpose, that of assessing a learner’s knowledge. Furthermore, another clear point that seems to 

surface is the obvious need for a variety of assessment techniques to be employed, as well as to use them 

in accordance with the learners’ age and level of proficiency.  
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5.1. Discussion of Findings 
The survey questions that the participants were asked to answer, and elaborate on, moved from general 

to more specific in order to give them a chance to warm up as the questions progressed. There were no 

questions that were left unanswered, although there were instances when the participants chose not to 

elaborate on their answers in more detail. Fortunately, the majority of the participants did, to some extent, 

explain their responses in more detail.  

 Concerning the first question, as to whether they felt that assessment offers a genuine reflection of a 

person’s knowledge, an overwhelming majority felt that it did, although they were aware that the use of 

different assessment techniques was vital. This view is also supported by those who felt that assessment 

was not a genuine reflection of a person’s knowledge, since not all students do well on tests, for example. 

They even went further to mention an example of where one student might cheat and do better on a test, 

on which, for example, the whole mark is based, than somebody else who did not cheat. Thus, the need 

for a variety of assessment techniques and strategies is supported by both groups, those who answered the 

question in the affirmative, and those who answered in the negative. 

 The answers to the second and third questions are discouraging because there was not one student who 

mentioned a positive adjective in terms of how assessment made them feel, which was not at all surprising 

since it was unanimously stated that assessment had been used as a punitive and disciplinary measure. 

Despite the fact that the majority of students feel that assessment does offer a real insight into a person’s 

knowledge, assessment, itself, invoked in them only negative emotions, such as fear, anxiety, and stress. 

This should serve as a wake-up call of the importance on working to change students’ perceptions of this 

vital component in the teaching and learning process. 

 The responses to the fourth question, which is a lead-in to the more specific questions connected to 

the different assessment techniques, specifically, teacher-, self, and peer-assessment, signal the direction 

of the responses to the remaining questions on the survey. Since all the participants, without exception, 

have had experience with teacher-assessment, it is not surprising that the majority of them feel that it is 

the most objective, and that they feel the most comfortable with it. In that context, it is not surprising that 

the scant experience they have had with the other assessment techniques would make them question their 

objectivity, and would make them feel uncomfortable. Despite being aware of the positive and negative 

sides of the different types of assessment, the participants are, nevertheless, clear that they would prefer 

familiarity over comfort. 
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 The follow-up interview allowed the participants to orally express their views concerning the issue of 

various assessment practices, and, in fact, the answers to the three remaining questions indicated that they 

had a strong grasp of the importance of using a variety of assessment techniques and strategies to get the 

most objective view of learners’ competence and knowledge, as well as the necessity of adjusting and 

adapting assessment techniques and practices to various other factors, such as the learners’ age and FL 

proficiency, for example. 

6. Conclusion and Implications 
In essence, despite the various divisions that assessment can be classified into, and the various techniques 

that exist, it is, undoubtedly, a tool that helps both parties, teacher and learner, to see how successful the 

teaching and learning process is, and to see what needs to be revisited and revised. However, despite its 

undisputed importance, there is substantial evidence suggesting that there is significant room for 

improvement in assessment, since setting appropriate assessment is a complex task, where a number of 

factors need to be taken into consideration, including the number of students, time, resources, and course 

objectives.  

In fact, assessment is generally a weak area when compared to other aspects of the curriculum; feedback 

is too often slow and negative, and oftentimes fails to provide adequate guidance for students. Hence, 

there seems to be widespread and growing dissatisfaction with guidance and feedback, where student 

satisfaction with assessment and feedback receives lower scores than other indicators. 

This is something that should make us, as teachers, who are directly involved in the teaching and learning 

process, pause and think. In theory, assessment sounds perfectly acceptable, very non-threatening, and 

undeniably significant. Unfortunately, the reality, as seen from the students’ perceptions, is consistently 

quite different, if not the opposite. In fact, students tend not to perceive assessment as the beneficial 

instrument it is in terms of providing a reasonable indication of whether the teaching strategies and 

techniques are efficient, or whether changes are necessary.  

Obviously, assessment is only one link in the chain called learning, its significance becoming clear when 

it is used as a part of that process. Generally speaking, when dealing with the issue of assessment, there 

are a number of issues that may be mentioned in connection with it, such as the numerous varied purposes 

it has, from motivating students, directing and enhancing learning, providing useful feedback as regards 

learner comprehension, and checking whether learning objectives and outcomes are being achieved (Zou, 

2008: 82-83). 
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It is very important that the two major types of assessment, formative and summative, are used as 

complementary to one another, and not in an either/or sense. Formative assessment, for example, can be 

classified as developmental from the learners’ point of view, as it allows them to monitor and keep track 

of their own progress and understanding. From the teacher’s point of view, on the other hand, it can be 

seen as diagnostic, as it serves to identify weaknesses, thus allowing the learners the opportunity to spend 

time and put in extra effort on their improvement. Summative assessment, on the other hand, is usually 

associated with standardized tests, such as state exams or end-of-semester tests, the use of which is to 

ultimately determine whether and where revisions are needed, and is the link between the classroom and 

curriculum development.   
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Abstract 
This paper examines past research to determine what potential contents curricula ought to contain in order 

to help reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices. In doing so, it pursues an interdisciplinary 

approach and combines studies from intercultural communication and psychology to help identify those 

elements that ought to be included in developing a curriculum designed to help reduce ethnocentrism, 

stereotypes, and prejudices. Those elements include, in particular, cultural sensitivity, a crucial component 

of intercultural communication competence, as well as identity, perception, and persuasion. It seems that 

specific aspects of identity and perception can reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices, while 

other aspects result in reactance thereto and actually reinforce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices. 

Research in psychology has shown that metacognition can overcome these negative aspects, which is why 

metacognition needs to be included in any curriculum designed to help reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, 

and prejudices. 

Keywords: cultural sensitivity, identity, intercultural communication competence, 
perception, persuasion 

1. Introduction 
It is generally assumed that intercultural communication competence makes one less susceptible to 

ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices (Chen & Starosta, 1998; Cooper, Calloway-Thomas, & 

Simonds, 2007; Klopf, 1998; Lustig & Koester, 2013; Oetzel, 2009; Samovar, Porter, McDaniel, & Roy, 

2013). Why is that, and what are the possible implications for developing a curriculum that seeks to reduce 

ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices? That is why this paper examines the relevant aspects of 
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intercultural communication competence, and correlates them with research from psychology to describe 

the causes of ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices so as to identify the elements that need to be 

integrated into a curriculum designed to reduce these negative characteristics. 

This paper is, thus, structured as follows: it first briefly describes intercultural communication competence 

before examining and defining ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices and social identity. The focus 

then shifts to personal identity, because such aspects of identity as self-image and self-esteem seem to 

make some individuals more susceptible to stereotypes and prejudices than others. Once stereotypes and 

prejudices are established, they are difficult to overcome. That is why the discussion also includes a look 

at perception to explain why people rely on ethnocentrism and stereotypes to understand the world around 

them, and why perception determines which messages seem more convincing than others, while some 

messages are ignored completely regardless of how well they might have been formulated. The paper ends 

with a brief discussion of the implications of this research in developing curricula designed to help reduce 

ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices. 

2. Intercultural Communication Competence 
According to Chen and Starosta (1998), intercultural communication competence is the ability to 

effectively and appropriately communicate in such a way as to achieve a desired response in a specific 

environment. Intercultural communication competence is situational, relational, and learnable. Competent 

(intercultural) communication includes exhibiting the appropriate behavior and communication for any 

given situation and audience (Adler, Rodman, & du Pré, 2013; Lustig & Koester, 2013) – Chen and 

Starosta (1998, 2000) call this adroitness. Competent (intercultural) communication also includes 

cognitive complexity, which permits one to create various frameworks to perceive a specific situation and 

self-monitoring. Self-monitoring refers to the ability to be aware of one’s behavior and how it is perceived 

by others (Adler et al, 2013). And, finally, intercultural communication competence includes displays of 

respect and empathy for others (Adler et al, 2013; Cooper et al, 2007; Lustig & Koester, 2013) – others 

call this critical component (inter)cultural sensitivity (e.g. Chen & Starosta, 1998; Oetzel, 2009; Samovar 

et al, 2013). According to Chen and Starosta (2000), intercultural communication sensitivity increases 

intercultural communication competence because such sensitivity allows one to put oneself in the position 

of the other person so that one can perceive an encounter not just from one’s own perspective, but also 

from that of one’s counterpart, i.e. practicing metacognition (Adler et al, 2013; Gamble & Gamble, 2012). 

By putting oneself in the position of the other, one is more likely to understand the motivation, behavior, 
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and communication of the other. This is a crucial step in reducing negative ethnocentrism, stereotypes, 

and prejudices. 

3. Ethnocentrism, Stereotypes, and Prejudices 
All cultures teach their members “preferred” ways of responding to the world, which are often labeled as 

“natural” or “appropriate” (Chen & Staorsta, 1998; Cooper, Caloway-Thomas, & Simonds, 2007; Klopf, 

1998; Lustig & Koester, 2013; Oetzel, 2009; Samovar et al, 2013). Consequently, people believe that the 

values of their culture are natural and correct. At the same time, it is assumed that people from other 

cultures, who do things differently, must be doing something wrong. This, then, can lead to the assumption 

that one’s own culture is better or superior to others. These characteristics essentially describe 

ethnocentrism. According to Samovar et al (2013), there are three levels of ethnocentrism; namely, 

positive, negative, and extremely negative. The positive level of ethnocentrism refers to using one’s 

culture as a frame of reference with which one can make sense of a specific behavior or communication, 

i.e. create meaning. The negative level includes an evaluative aspect in which one’s own culture becomes 

the center of everything, and those behaviors that are different from one’s own are considered to be wrong. 

And the extreme negative level refers to not only considering one’s own culture to be superior to others, 

but that other cultures should adopt the beliefs, values, and norms of one’s own culture, because it is 

assumed that they are the only right ones (Samovar et al, 2013). It is, thus, clear that negative and extreme 

negative ethnocentrism are quickly associated with negative attitudes and prejudices because the more 

ethnocentric one is, the more fearful they are of interacting with someone from another culture (Gamble 

& Gamble, 2005). Fear and anxiety of the unknown or unfamiliar are typical characteristics of and 

motivators for prejudices (Klopf, 1998; Lustig & Koester, 2013; Oetzel, 2009; Samovar et al, 2013). 

A fundamental aspect in understanding ethnocentrism is the concept of in-groups and out-groups. As 

people develop their cultural identities, they learn to differentiate themselves from others in different 

groups. In-groups provide a person with a social identity. Out-groups, in contrast, are perceived as 

different, and their members as strange. The Social Identity Theory of Tajfel and Turner (1986) 

emphasizes that people have a desire to enhance their self-image and self-esteem by differentiating 

themselves from other groups. The desire to achieve a positive social identity results in a positive bias 

favoring the in-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Studies have shown that the greater a person’s in-group 

identification, the more likely it is for that person to discriminate in favor of the in-group (Gagnon & 

Bourhis, 1996; Perreault & Bourhis, 1999). In addition to an in-group preference, people tend to also 
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engage in social competition to preserve a positive social identity when interacting with members of out-

groups (Turner, 1975). A more detailed discussion of specific characteristics of identity will follow below, 

because certain aspects of identity make one more susceptible to stereotypes and prejudices than others. 

In-group vs. out-group thinking tends to favor stereotypes because one tends to reduce the members of an 

out-group to a few (usually negative) characteristics; characteristics that may in part be true, but they could 

also be wrong. Stereotypes are “cognitive structures that contain the perceiver’s knowledge, beliefs, and 

expectancies about some human social groups” (Abbate, Boca, & Bocchiaro, 2004, p. 1192). Generally 

speaking, stereotypes are fixed impressions of a group of people through which we then perceive specific 

individuals (DeVito, 2015; Rubin & Badea, 2012; Stangor & Schaller, 1996). These fixed impressions 

tend to be simplifications because the behavior or beliefs and values of a particular ethnic group are 

reduced to a few simple characteristics. These ascribed characteristics might be (in part) correct or false. 

Stereotypes are learned as one interacts with others in one’s social environment. Mass media and schools 

can also transmit negative stereotypes and prejudices in that they portray specific ethnic groups as being, 

for example, dangerous and aggressive (Lustig & Koester, 2013; Samovar et al, 2013). 

In and by themselves, stereotypes can be associated with positive or negative evaluations (Oetzel, 2009). 

For example, some ethnic groups might be considered diligent and hardworking, i.e. usually considered 

to be a positive association, while other ethnic groups might be considered lazy and dirty, i.e. a negative 

association. The problem of stereotypes is that they tend to be oversimplifications (right or wrong), which 

are then projected onto individuals who have been (correctly or incorrectly) identified as belonging to a 

particular group that is associated with a few specific (right or wrong) characteristics. Coupled with 

ethnocentrism and in-group vs. out-group thinking, stereotypes are quickly associated with negative 

evaluations (Lustig & Koester, 2013; Samovar et al, 2013). 

Interestingly, stereotypes that are based on secondhand opinions, i.e. stereotypes derived from the opinions 

of others or from the media, tend to be more extreme, less variable from one person to another, more 

uniformly applied to others, and more resistant to change than stereotypes based on direct personal 

experiences and interactions (Thompson, Judd, & Park, 2000; Yzerbyt, Coull, & Rocher, 1999). This is 

probably due to the fact that secondhand stereotypes do not involve any personal contact, which makes 

the stereotyped people become more abstract. But even when some individuals from a stereotyped group 

repeatedly deviate from negative expectations, they may be considered exceptions, or as being atypical 

members of the stereotyped group (Lustig & Koester, 2013). The Selective Exposure Theory states that 
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people tend to look for information that confirms and reinforces existing views, while ignoring 

information that contradicts their viewpoints (Hart et al, 2009; Sullivan, 2009; Kastenmüller et al, 2010). 

This means that once stereotypes are lodged in people’s minds, they will be difficult to overcome. 

When rejection of out-group members carries emotional reactions such as anger, disgust, and a desire to 

avoid contact, it is called prejudice. According to Klopf (1998), prejudice is a negative attitude based on 

faulty and inflexible generalizations, i.e. stereotypes.16 These feelings may be overt or covert, and they 

are directed either at a group of people or at an individual who is a member of that group. They are, 

unfortunately, very resistant to rational arguments (Rosnow, 1972). According to Allport (1954), people 

with prejudices ignore evidence that is inconsistent with their viewpoints, or distort information to fit their 

prejudices.17 This perceptive filter makes it difficult to overcome prejudices once they are formed and 

established; hence, explaining why perception plays also a crucial role in ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and 

prejudices. 

Prejudices have a number of characteristics (Van Dijk, 1987). According to Van Dijk (1987), prejudices 

are attitudes that are the result of individual experiences, interpersonal communication, or media 

influences. Prejudices are group-based and developed through in-group communication to describe out-

group members. They fulfill social functions for in-groups to support the perceived dominance of in-group 

members because they are negative evaluations to devalue out-group members. And, finally, prejudices 

are based on cognitive models that perceive and interpret encounters with out-group members to conform 

to existing frames, i.e. reinforce existing stereotypes and prejudices (Van Dijk, 1987). 

According to Brislin (1991), prejudices fulfill four functions. The utilitarian or adjustment function 

permits people to adjust to a complex world because prejudices simplify the complexity of the world. The 

ego-defensive function helps people protect their self-esteem through prejudices. Through the value-

expressive function, prejudices help people protect their self-image. This function complements the ego-

defensive function. And with the help of the knowledge function, prejudices reduce uncertainty and 

increase predictability. Two of these functions (the ego-defensive and the value expressive functions) are 

directly related to identity, as will be discussed below, while the other two functions help simplify 

 
16 Oetzel (2009), however, points out that people can also be positively prejudiced towards someone or something.  For 
example, when it involves a loved one or a good friend. 
17 This will be discussed further in the next section under selective perception. 
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complexities and reduce uncertainties, which, in turn, helps reduce stress and anxiety. Anxiety is 

considered an important motivation for prejudices (Brislin, 1991). 

According to Wade, Tavris, and Garry (2014), people are reluctant to change their prejudices because 

prejudices offer four benefits. First, there is a cognitive payoff. Prejudices help people maintain their 

knowledge of other people because they remember information that supports their prejudices while 

ignoring or forgetting information that disconfirms those prejudices. Next, there is a social payoff because 

by voicing prejudices, people can be rewarded with the friendship of others who share these prejudices. 

Then, there is also the economic payoff because often the strongest prejudices are typically seen in those 

groups that are in direct competition with one another for jobs. And, finally, the psychological payoff of 

prejudices can raise self-esteem and reduce anxiety because insecure and frustrated individuals can use 

the out-groups as scapegoats or as targets of their insecurity (Wade et al, 2014). 

Prejudices, thus, have their origins and are influenced by personal characteristics (i.e. identity), the 

interaction with peers and groups (i.e. social identity), society at large, and media messages. These factors 

need to be considered when developing a curriculum designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and 

prejudices. 

4. Identity 
When it comes to identity, it is possible to differentiate between social identity and individual identity. 

From research in psychology, it becomes apparent that identity can have an impact as to whether a person 

is susceptible to prejudices or not (Adler et al, 2013). This means that the likelihood of someone 

developing prejudices resides, to a certain degree, in a person’s social identity, as noted above, and a 

person’s individual identity. That is why identity plays such a crucial role in understanding how and why 

prejudices arise among some people growing up in a particular cultural context, but not in others. Not 

surprisingly, identity influences how people communicate, i.e. how they create and interpret messages 

(Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012). 

Identity is not assigned or concrete; it is created, reflected, and maintained through interactions with 

people (Collier & Thomas, 1988; Combs & Snygg, 1959; Piaget, 1959; Yep, 1998). Identity refers to how 

individuals perceive themselves, i.e. self-concept, which, in turn, consists of self-image and self-esteem 

(Adler et al, 2013; Gamble & Gamble, 2012). A positive self-image means that individuals have high self-

worth, are open-minded, and have a positive other evaluation. In contrast, individuals with a negative self-

image exhibit poor self-worth, are likely to have formed negative stereotypes and prejudices of others, 



SECTION 2: LINGUISTICS 

 112 

and have a negative other evaluation. Individuals with high self-esteem are willing to communicate with 

strangers, think highly of others, are not afraid of the reactions or comments of others, and are able to 

defend their own position if they encounter dissent. In contrast, individuals with low self-esteem are 

critical of others and themselves, distrustful of others and dislike them, feel threatened by others, and have 

problems defending themselves if others disagree with them. It is generally assumed that a positive self-

image will result in high self-esteem, and a negative self-image in low self-esteem (Adler et al, 2013; 

Gamble & Gamble, 2012). So, identity can have an impact on whether an individual is susceptible to 

stereotypes and prejudices or not. 

Identity is influenced and shaped by perception, because how we perceive ourselves, how others perceive 

and interact with us on the basis of that perception, as well as how we think others perceive us influences 

our identity (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012), i.e. identity is a social construct, 

as noted above. A curriculum designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices, thus, needs 

to include an assessment of course participants to determine their psychological identity. 

5. Perception 
Perception plays an important, if not a decisive, role in human interaction because it determines what 

individuals notice, ignore, or misconstrue (Adler, et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015). That is why an understanding 

of perception can also be very helpful in understanding ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices. 

Perception refers to the identification, organization, and interpretation of sensory stimuli (Adler et al, 

2013; DeVito, 2015). Perception includes the selection of sensory stimuli, the organization of those 

sensory stimuli into categories that are often determined by culture, the interpretation and evaluation of 

the perceived stimuli, the storage in memory, as well as the retrieval of stored memories at a later time 

(Albarracin, Johnson, & Zanna, 2005). Perception, thus, plays an important role in how people “see” the 

world and other people around them.   

As a person grows up in a specific cultural context, that person interacts with other people and learns to 

associate specific meaning for specific contexts, i.e. perception, while also learning to associate specific 

stereotypes and prejudices with specific out-groups (i.e. the Social Identity Theory). Culture and 

perception (as well as stereotypes and prejudices) are, thus, interrelated (Brekhus, 2015; Cole & Scribner, 

1974; Fisher, 1997; Nisbett & Maiyamoto, 2005) because shared meaning permits constructive interaction 

(Cole & Scribner, 1974; Fisher, 1997; Nisbett & Maiyamoto, 2005). Culture also teaches what is relevant 

or irrelevant. If something is considered irrelevant, it generally tends to be ignored or not even consciously 
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perceived (Brekhus, 2015). Sensory stimuli are organized within existing knowledge structures which are 

shaped, in part, through social interaction (Hewes & Planalp, 1987). So, if one’s social environment 

propagates negative stereotypes and prejudices, it is not surprising that members of these in-groups are 

likely to accept them as well – at least until such stereotypes and prejudices are challenged or proven to 

be wrong. 

An important aspect of perception is framing, because frames define problems, analyze their causes, 

evaluate a situation, and offer solutions (Kuypers, 2009). According to Kuypers (2009), people use frames 

to filter their perceptions by making some information more relevant than others. Framing is critical to 

how interlocutors view each other, their relationship, and their interaction. Framing directs the attention 

and steers the focus to that which a person considers important for the interaction. Framing is a cognitive 

bias that people develop over time (Plous, 1993). In other words, frames permit people to understand and 

respond to specific situations and other people in a particular way because people experienced perceived 

similar events or encounters before, and learned, or had been taught, to respond to such situations in a 

particular way. 

People tend to select specific stimuli to which they are exposed at any given time (DeVito, 2015; Gamble 

and Gamble, 2012). In fact, people sometimes look for specific stimuli while ignoring others. This is 

called selective perception. Selective perception includes selective attention and selective exposure.18 

Selective attention refers to the anticipation of those things that will fulfill one’s needs. Selective exposure 

refers to the behavior of people that actively seeks out information to support their opinions, while actively 

avoiding information that contradicts existing opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and values, or their stereotypes 

and prejudices. Reduction and simplification (and, thus, also stereotypes and prejudices) are survival 

mechanism that help protect our brains from experiencing information overload. And whenever 

information is perceived as being incomplete, then the missing information is added. This added 

information is, though, based on what a person expects to find, not what is really there or not (Adler et al, 

2013; DeVito, 2015). 

Three factors influence interpretation: disconfirmed expectations, predisposition, and attribution (DeVito, 

2015; Klopf, 1998). Disconfirmed expectation refers to the phenomenon that people often anticipate 

something to happen in a certain way, as noted above. If people’s expectations are not met in the way it 

 
18 This will be described in more detail below under Festinger’s (1957) Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. 
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was anticipated, their expectations are disconfirmed, and frustration sets in (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 

2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012; Klopf, 1998; Samovar et al, 2013). 

Predisposition refers to the phenomenon that people tend to be predisposed to behave in certain ways. 

Needs, emotional states, values, beliefs, and attitudes constitute those predispositions which help people 

decide what is good or bad, right or wrong, important or unimportant in what they perceive. These factors 

play an important role in the meanings people assign to the stimuli they sense, and can vary considerably 

from one person to another (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012; Klopf, 1998), 

which is why some individuals form stereotypes and prejudices, while others do not. 

Attribution refers to the process of seeking explanations for the observed behavior of others (Adler et al, 

2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012; Klopf, 1998). People try to make sense of the behavior of 

others and, in doing so, they attribute causes to that observed behavior. This is postulated by the Implicit 

Personality Theories that state we assume that other people behave and communicate like we do. In other 

words, one projects their own motivation onto others even when they do not have any knowledge of the 

other person’s motivation (Critcher, 2010; Critcher & Dunning, 2009). Most of the time, though, people 

are guessing; they are not sure of the facts, so they speculate about or imagine the cause. This could result 

in a problem because an attempt is made to understand why the others behave as they do from one’s own 

perspective and not that from the others, i.e. cognition vs. metacognition (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; 

Gamble & Gamble, 2012). 

People tend to interpret information in ways that are consistent with their own interests, i.e. cognitive 

consistency. Such self-serving bias influences not only the interpretation of the information, but also the 

subsequent action of the interlocutors. Thus, the perceived message influences the subsequent behavior 

and communication, and not the actual intended message. This divergence in meaning need not have a 

negative impact on the interlocutors’ relationship, because misunderstandings are remedied through 

rationalization (Adler et al, 2013). Rationalization refers to the efforts undertaken by the interlocutors to 

understand the perceived message (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble & Gamble, 2012) (i.e. 

attribution and the Implicit Personality Theories). If one of the interlocutors appears to behave in a manner 

contrary to the perceived meaning of the message, the degree of deviation influences the rationalization. 

Thus, if the degree of deviation is considered to be irrelevant for the context of the message, it will be 

ignored. For example, if a member of an ethnic group behaves differently than expected, then one will 

consider this person to be the exception so that the general stereotype or prejudice associated with that 
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ethnic group can be maintained. Because people seek information that reinforces their perception of the 

situation, they are more likely to filter out undesirable information if it is inconsistent with their 

expectation of the message content (i.e. cognitive consistency) (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Gamble 

& Gamble, 2012), as noted above. In an intercultural context, the exchange of meanings is complex 

because consistency is not always guaranteed due to not just personal differences, but also cultural 

differences (Chen & Starosta, 1998; Gudykunst, 2005; Klopf, 1998; Oetzel, 2009). Language instruction 

needs to, thus, emphasize that not all words have equivalents with identical meaning in another language. 

This has obvious consequences for a curriculum designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and 

prejudices. 

6. Persuasion 
There is a link between perception and effective messages, because how one perceives a message 

determines whether one is persuaded by that message or not. That is why an understanding of persuasion 

(and the role of perception) can help formulate effective messages that are designed to overcome negative 

stereotypes and prejudices. According to the Social Judgement Theory, people evaluate messages based 

on their anchors (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). Anchors are personal reference points which are the attitudes 

(i.e. also stereotypes and prejudices) people have on a particular topic. People’s attitudes can be placed 

into three categories; namely, latitudes of acceptance, latitudes of rejection, and latitudes of non-

commitment (Sherif & Hovland, 1961). People tend to respond to messages that fall within their latitude 

of acceptance, whereas people do not respond to messages that fall within their latitude of rejection (Adler 

et al, 2013). According to O’Keefe (2002), messages that fall within the latitude of acceptance will be 

viewed positively (assimilation effect) and messages that fall within the latitude of rejection will be viewed 

negatively (contrast effect). When a messages falls within the latitude of acceptance, one subconsciously 

minimizes the difference between the message’s position and one’s own position. The message, thus, 

reinforces what one already believes, i.e. selective perception. When a message falls within the latitude of 

rejection, the contrast effect kicks in. The contrast effect makes a message appear to be farther away from 

one’s anchor than it really is, i.e. one subconsciously exaggerates the difference between the message’s 

position and one’s own position (O’Keefe, 2002). According to the Social Judgment Theory, attitudes 

(and, thus, also negative stereotypes and prejudices) can only be changed if messages are within the 

latitude of acceptance or on the edge of the latitude of non-commitment (leaning toward acceptance) 

(Dainton & Zelley, 2015). 
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Sherif and Hovland (1961) specified that questionnaires be used to identify people’s latitudes of 

acceptance and rejection, which is why curricula designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and 

prejudices need to include questionnaires at the outset of a course to isolate and determine the respective 

latitudes of acceptance and rejection among the participants. Once the latitudes of acceptance are known, 

persuasive messages can be built around them and incorporated into the curriculum, while messages that 

fall within the latitudes of rejection are avoided or reformulated so as to fall within the course participants’ 

latitudes of acceptance. 

The Selective Exposure Theory postulates that people tend to look for information that confirms and 

reinforces existing views, while ignoring information that contradicts their viewpoints (Hart et al, 2009; 

Sullivan, 2009; Kastenmüller et al, 2010).19 When coming across new information, people focus on those 

parts which make sense within the framework of their own beliefs and attitudes (Jonas et al, 2001). When 

people are confronted with information they do not like, they either do not perceive it, or they make it fit 

their existing beliefs and attitudes, i.e. they rationalize (Klapper, 1960), as noted above. People also forget 

information that contradicts their existing beliefs and attitudes. Klapper (1960) notes that group norms are 

mediators and reinforce beliefs and attitudes (including stereotypes and prejudices). In-group norms create 

a predisposition toward specific beliefs and attitudes – including stereotypes and prejudices. 

This is also postulated by the Social Identity Theory, which states that in-group membership leads to 

increased exposure of information that confirms and reaffirms existing beliefs and attitudes, which, in 

turn, fuels selective exposure. It seems that social media reinforce selective exposure and even fuel hatred 

(Stavrositu, 2014). The Social Information Processing Framework postulates that individuals are 

motivated to reduce uncertainty and to assimilate with their immediate social environment (Salancik & 

Pfeffer, 1978). That is why individuals rely on existing frames based on previous experiences with a 

current understanding of the task at hand, and integrate social information collected from their peers into 

a general interpretation. Consequently, socially constructed realities are mediated by socially relevant 

others. These peers serve to filter information and channel influence on the expectations of the larger 

social environment (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978). Thus, individual attitudes are socially developed because 

individuals make sense of their behavior in response to the norms and expectations, including the 

stereotypes and prejudices, of their peers. 

 
19 This was already pointed out above when discussing perception. 
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The Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Festinger, 1957) postulates that people experience mental 

discomfort if they are confronted with contradictory and conflicting information. The incongruence 

between one’s attitude and behavior creates a tension that is only resolved by altering either one’s attitude 

or one’s behavior. When people are confronted with new or unfamiliar stimuli, they use existing cognitive 

structures (i.e. frames) to process new information. For new information to be understood, people must 

find frames with which they can link the new stimuli to previously understood information. But when new 

information is inconsistent with previously held attitudes (thus, also stereotypes and prejudices), people 

will experience dissonance (Festinger, 1957). 

According to Festinger (1957), three relationships exist between attitudes and behavior. The first 

relationship is irrelevance, i.e. when the new message and existing attitudes are perceived as unrelated. 

The next relationship is consonance, i.e. when the new message and existing attitudes are perceived as 

congruent. And, finally, there is dissonance, i.e. when the new message contradicts existing attitudes. 

According to Festinger (1957), people prefer consonance, and seek to minimize dissonance. Dissonance 

exists until people can rationalize the new message either by changing their attitudes or their behavior. 

The more a person can justify contrasting attitudes and behavior, the less discomfort that person feels. The 

theory argues that people selectively perceive various stimuli in order to minimize dissonance. With 

selective exposure, a person actively avoids information that is inconsistent with previously established 

attitudes. With selective attention, a person will only focus on information that reaffirms that person’s 

attitudes, and disregard any information that does not support those attitudes (i.e. Klapper, 1960). With 

selective interpretation, a person decodes ambiguous information in such a way that it is consistent with 

established attitudes. And, with selective retention, a person stores only that information which upholds 

existing attitudes, while dismissing or forgetting information that creates dissonance. This needs to be 

kept in mind when developing a curriculum designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices 

because not every content – even well-intended one – will work if it ignores these insights. 

People often attempt to persuade themselves that the decision they reached was correct (Gass & Seiter, 

2014). This might open the possibility of changing people’s attitudes (and, thus, also stereotypes and 

prejudices) by offering a solution to the discrepancy between the new message and existing attitudes. By 

presenting an easy solution to the discrepancy, it is possible to minimize a person’s dissonance and 

discomfort. And, by offering a solution or course of action that bridges the gap between incongruent 

attitudes, specific messages may influence people to use these methods to create cognitive consonance. 
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That is why curricula need to also offer solutions or a course of action to the participants, so the dilemma 

of being confronted with incongruities due to their own beliefs and the messages of the course are 

overcome and cognitive consonance is established. Otherwise, it will not work. 

However, people are often resistant to change, as the Theory of Psychological Reactance postulates 

(Brehm, 1966). People’s desire to resist change occurs when they wish to remain in control over the way 

they think and act. This need to be in control and the desire for a stable and balanced life provide the 

foundation for reactance. This implies that provisions must be made for reducing that resistance. When 

seeking to reduce resistance, it is important to understand whether the resistance is constructive or not – 

from the resister’s perspective. If resistance is perceived as constructive, persuasion might be difficult or 

impossible because constructive resistance is often based on deep attitudes. According to Kelman (1961), 

three types of yielding to an appeal exist. These are compliance, i.e. yielding publically to the appeal, but 

privately refusing to accept the change; identification, i.e. yielding to gain satisfaction in being like others 

whom one admires; and internalization, i.e. yielding that results in accepting a change in attitudes. While 

compliance will not change attitudes, identification can elicit change if the resultant change not only 

maintains the relationship, but intensifies it. Internalization is difficult to realize because people must have 

an incentive to change. This often includes rationalizing the change so that it fits into the person’s existing 

system of attitudes. In other words, the change must be perceived as being consistent with the person’s 

convictions of what is important in life.  But this rationalization varies from person to person. According 

to Albarracin (2004), individuals with higher self-confidence, i.e. a positive self-image and high self-

esteem, are less prone to be affected by selective exposure, which probably explains why these individuals 

usually do not harbor any negative stereotypes or prejudices. In fact, people with higher self-confidence 

are more likely to look at information that is both consistent and inconsistent with their viewpoints. 

The above discussion indicates that people can change their attitudes (hence, also their stereotypes and 

prejudices) if the persuasive message fits within existing frames and with the latitudes of acceptance. 

Ideally, the communication ought to link the message to existing knowledge structures and be transmitted 

by (perceived) in-group members so as to be perceived as credible and not be ignored. These are important 

insights that ought to be considered when developing curricula designed to reduce ethnocentrism, 

stereotypes, and prejudices. 
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7. Implications for Curricula  
It was seen above that some individuals have developed cultural sensitivity/empathy as a part of their 

identity, while others need to develop it through specific training (Dunning & Kruger, 1999). That is why 

it is important that any curriculum designed to reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices needs to 

foster a positive self-image in individuals and create high self-esteem. It was seen that a positive self-

image and high self-esteem generally make individuals less susceptible to stereotypes and prejudices. 

Furthermore, an individual’s social identity is also crucial when it comes to the creation and establishment 

of stereotypes and prejudices, because in-group vs. out-group thinking can foster negative attitudes toward 

others, as can social and mass media, as well as society at large. That is why the curriculum also needs to 

reduce out-group thinking as much as possible, because once negative stereotypes and prejudices are 

lodged in a person, human perception can reinforce them or coerce one to ignore information contrary to 

one’s viewpoints. That is why the curriculum needs to identify the latitudes of acceptance and develop 

persuasive messages that fall within those latitudes, as noted above. 

According to Adler et al (2013), it is possible to learn (intercultural) communication competence. In fact, 

even minimal training can already help improve a person’s communication competence. It is generally 

assumed that education can help reduce negative stereotypes and prejudices (Samovar et al, 2013). This 

education should include metacognitive training, multicultural education, and cultural diversity training. 

Metacognitive training is designed to make one more aware of one’s own behavior and communication, 

and how it is perceived by others (Adler et al, 2013; DeVito, 2015; Dunning & Kruger, 1999). 

Multicultural education introduces the various practices and traditions of different ethnic groups from the 

perspective of those groups, including the actual intentions of the behavior and communication as 

practiced and perceived by the members of those cultures; hence, reducing the effects of ethnocentrism 

(Samovar et al, 2013). This can help reduce ethnocentrism as well as negative stereotypes and prejudices, 

because when one understands the motivation and feelings of others, they are more likely to comprehend 

and accept them. Cultural diversity training teaches the value of diversity to raise awareness of the 

differences, how to deal with this diversity, and to recognize the benefits of diversity; hence, reducing fear 

and anxiety (Samovar et al, 2013). It will be recalled that fear and anxiety of the unknown and unfamiliar 

fosters negative stereotypes and prejudices. 

Personal contact can also promote cultural sensitivity if those encounters are positive experiences. Ideally, 

such encounters should involve personal cooperation within a joint project that seeks to achieve a common 

goal (Dong, Day, & Collaco, 2008; Lustig & Koester, 2013; Pettigrew & Trapp, 2008). Within an 
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organizational context, Likert (1967) proposed the linking-pin function to overcome competition and 

hostility between various intraorganizational groups. The linking-pin function connects different groups 

within an organization by having members of different groups working together in various committees. 

This close, personal cooperation is designed to support an exchange of personal feelings and motivations, 

which, in turn, fosters better understanding and acceptance. A similar concept has been proposed for 

overcoming negative stereotypes and prejudices (Lin, 2002; Thomas, 2006), because the linking pin 

concept is designed to create new frames of reference that go beyond one’s own ethnocentric perception. 

A study conducted by the Faculty of Education at the University of Hamburg revealed that stereotypes 

block out new experiences and only admit those experiences which reinforce existing assumptions. It was 

realized that short-term exposure to another cultural environment or brief contact with members of the 

out-group do not change negative stereotypes or prejudices (Wahl, 2000). Instead, individuals need to 

have longer and closer contact with members of another culture in order to understand their motivation 

and feelings, and learn to accept them (Wahl, 2000). Such positive encounters foster (inter)cultural 

sensitivity (Chen & Starosta, 1998).  

Education and contact have to be used and applied to reduce or disarm perceived threats because if 

fundamental aspects of a person’s (cultural) identity appear to be threatened, then that person might 

become more ethnocentric (Lustig & Koester, 2013). If personal encounters result in the other person 

being perceived as being atypical of their culture, then this will not reduce negative stereotypes and 

prejudices either because that other person will be perceived as being unique and different from “the rest” 

for whom the negative stereotypes and prejudices still apply (Lustig & Koester, 2013), as noted above. 

So, education and personal encounters need to go beyond isolated, individual encounters to encompass a 

larger group of people from the out-group if the negative stereotypes and prejudices associated with that 

group are to be overcome. It would also be recommendable that members of other ethnic groups explain 

their intentions, the meaning of their verbal and nonverbal communication, and how they perceive the 

verbal and nonverbal messages of individuals from the host society. 

Cultural sensitivity, a critical component in overcoming ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices as 

noted above, can be taught because it is possible to convey not only knowledge of other cultures and their 

modes of communication, but also the motivation and meanings behind such communication. Dunning 

and Kruger’s (1999) research has shown that it is possible to teach metacognition as well as other-

awareness; hence, creating cultural sensitivity within individuals – even those who have a negative self-
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image and low self-esteem – so as to help reduce ethnocentrism, stereotypes, and prejudices. These are 

important insights that need to be considered when developing the appropriate curricula. 
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“WHILE THE BALL IS IN THE AIR”: METAPHORS AND 
HUMOUR IN THE 2018 WORLD CUP COMMENTARIES 

Abstract 
Metaphors and humour are pervasive elements occurring in many spoken genres, among which, the genre 

of sports commentaries. Football commentators tend to use war metaphors to highlight the competitive 

nature of the sport while at the same time making the spectacle and its communication more exciting and 

vivid (Charteris-Black 2004; Nordin 2008). Punning and humour are additionally used as strategies to 

engage the audience into the game (Chovanec 2005). In this respect our research tends to analyze the use 

of metaphors and humour by Macedonian TV commentators during the World Cup 2018 and discuss their 

role and contribution to the ‘vividness’ of the sports language. Through a linguistic analysis of the 

commentaries of ten sport matches played during the 2018 World Cup, we intend to identify instances of 

metaphors and humour used in order to analyze and discuss their role in the sports commentaries. In 

particular we were interested in the following issues: a) type and function of metaphors according to the 

source domain, and b) type and function of humour identified in the material. In order to investigate the 

issue further, we conducted semi-structured interviews with two Macedonian commentators making a 

more detailed inquiry about the use of metaphors and humor in their live commentaries. 

Keywords: football commentaries, metaphors, humour, match colouring  
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1. Introduction  
While language seems not to be the most important part of the football game, its significance for the sport 

is indispensable: from the coaching strategies, through the media broadcast to an energetic argument in 

the local café. Media broadcasters explain, discuss the match, and similarly to viewers they also 

emotionally reflect on the match. While the first language structures the game and its strategy, the second 

communicates the match, the third emotionally reflects on it. The subject of this paper is the language of 

live football commentaries (LFC), the function of which is two-fold. On one hand, to inform, report and 

analyze, and on the other to increase tension, anticipation and nonetheless to entertain. In this respect our 

focal points are two particular linguistic strategies deployed in the construction of LFC: metaphors and 

humour. Drawing on research so far, our general aim is to identify instances of metaphors and humour in 

the material and to discuss how they contribute to making the match more interesting, entertaining and 

engaging. For this purpose we have created a database consisting of ten live commentaries by Macedonian 

TV commentators during the 2018 World Cup. Our second, more specific, objective is to use these 

findings and juxtapose them with the commentators’ own attitudes and perceptions of the language of 

LFC. To achieve the first end, we have performed text analysis of ten matches from the WC 2018, used 

as a database, and to accomplish the second end we have undertaken 75-minute in-depth interviews with 

two sports commentators who partook in the WC 2018 broadcast.  Regarding metaphors, we contend there 

is not a great difference in use when compared to global trends, while when humour is concerned, 

Macedonian sports commentaries are quite shy, neither using so much humour nor enthusiastically 

welcoming its use. 

2. Theoretical background   

2.1. Football commentaries (types, functions) 
Scholars have identified various components of sports commentaries. Some distinguish between three 

components of sports casting: description, explanation and opinion. Ferguson (1983), on the other hand, 

distinguishes between two phases in sports commentaries: the announcing (i.e. the description of the 

action) and the commentary (i.e. the filling of spaces between the action). Ferguson contends that the 

sports commentator has two roles: to report the ongoing activity of the game (“play-by-play”) and to 

provide background information and analysis (“colour”) (pp. 155-156). Since the nature of play-by-play 

and colour commentators’ roles varies between sports, so does the necessity of details as opposed to 

assumed knowledge. In this respect, football being a sport where viewers share great background 
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knowledge, filling in and colouring it becomes a more important function. Adding to Ferguson, we believe 

that in the circumstances of a hyperinformed community of football fans, colouring a match only with 

information and analysis will not efficiently draw and sustain the attention of the viewers. In this respect, 

our view closely relates to Bryant et al. (1977, pp. 141-142), who distinguish three types of sports 

commentaries: “descriptive”, “dramatic” and “humorous”. Descriptive commentary is the one in which 

commentators describe the actions of the game or clarify facts essential for the game. In addition, dramatic 

commentaries are used to reflect the impression of conflict, intensify a struggle and thus keep viewers’ 

attention and interest. Finally, the humorous type of comments are meant to amuse the audience by 

referring to something funny in the game. The difference in conceptualization of commentaries 

notwithstanding, we believe that the key element and tool of achieving any of the functions of the sports 

commentaries mentioned so far is language, and the key linguistic instruments strategy to achieve 

dramatization are metaphors, while humour is the most useful tool to produce amusement.   

2.2. Studying the language of football 
Sports language has been of keen interest to many researchers, linguists in particular. Ferguson (1983) 

has studied register variation by identifying syntactic structures such as: simplification (deletion of copula 

and sentence initial nominals), inversions, and heavy modifiers, finding that the most distinctive register 

marker are the prosodic elements (tempo, rhythm, loudness, intonation). Lewandowski (2012) and 

recently Mathieson (2016) have adopted the methodological register analysis framework proposed by 

Biber and Conrad (2009) in the study of football language. Biber and Conrad’s model focuses on: (1) 

describing the situational characteristics of the register; (2) analyzing the typical linguistic characteristics 

of the register; and (3) identifying the functional forces that help to explain why those linguistic features 

tend to be associated with those situational characteristics (Biber & Conrad 2009: 47). 

Lewandowski (2012) applies this methodological framework to the study of online sports 

commentaries (OSC) in comparison with written sports commentary (WSC) and sports announcer talk 

(SAT) in order to corroborate the hypothesis that the register of online commentary is a hybrid of spoken 

and written language. Mathieson (2016) applies the same framework to the study of ‘alternative’ football 

commentary as a sub-genre of televised football commentary, and its similarities/differences to standard 

football commentary. It seems that the linguistic category that has drawn the most attention in the studies 

of sports language is that of the metaphor. Metaphors are particularly viable building blocks of the 

language of sports commentaries since their nature as conceptual blends facilitates the transition of a 
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concept from one human sphere of activity to another. Cognitive linguists support the view that the 

majority of human concepts are non-literal and based on metaphor (Kovecses 2002; Kosecki 2014). Sports 

language is not an exception and many football expressions are based on metaphors or metonymy. In our 

paper we have focused only on metaphors understood as Lakoff / Johnson (1980) define them, i.e. 

metaphor is “understanding and expecting one kind of thing in terms of another. Similar to Levin (2008) 

we analyzed certain frequent phrases specific of the register associated with game dynamics, goal scoring, 

and the role of players, and then delineated their metaphoric associations. Such possibility enables sports 

commentators to introduce a discourse external to sports in order to dramatize the game and make it more 

engaging by presenting it through a language spoken long before the occurrence of football. One such 

metaphorical language is the language of war and conflict addressing the rivalry and dominance in the 

game.  

2.3. Studying metaphors in football 
This is hardly surprising when considering the conceptual similarity between the source domain WAR 

and the target domain SPORT that allows for an easy, almost natural conceptual blending recognized and 

studied by many. Lakoff (1991), Kuiper & Scott Allan (1996), and Beard (1998), have pointed out the 

structural similarities between war and different sports in general, while others have dealt specifically with 

football (see Chapanga 2004; Seddon 2004; Vierkant 2008). As phrased by Chapanga (2004): “The sport 

is a physical contest making it almost inevitable for allusions to war, metaphors of battle and strategy by 

professional commentators.” This has been corroborated by Bergh (2011) who succinctly explains that 

metaphorical mapping combines with a body of intensifying vocabulary to build a war scenario[…]. This 

strategy is thought to transform the action on the pitch into something which is easier to understand, viz. 

physical conflict, thereby addressing consumers on a more basic and emotional level (Bergh 2011). 

However, as Lewandowski (2009) has demonstrated, war metaphors may be prevalent in the language of 

football, but other metaphors borrowed from other sports, such as boxing, track and field athletics, as well 

as sailing are also used. 

2.4. Studying humour  
Conceptually speaking, part of humour is a result from an unexpected cognitive clash (see Koestler 

1964; Apter 1982; Suls 1983). When intended, this clash makes the football commentary more 

spontaneous and conversation-like, while making the game more interesting and the audience more 

engaged. Hence, the awareness of the role of humour in the football commentaries (Ferguson 1983; Rowe 
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2004), which has only recently drawn more intensive research. Chovanec has studied creative word play 

and punning in football broadcasts (2005a; 2005b; 2016), but also the use оf humour as a conversation 

strategy that is a part of competitive discourses between commentators and readers in online minute by 

minute match reports (2006). Humorous language in football commentaries, Chovanec contends (2011; 

2017) falls into two broad categories. The first includes “formal structures that are not germane solely to 

conversation, such as word play, punning, humorous lexemes/phrasemes, stylistic figures (similes, 

metaphors, irony, etc.), allusions, and register clashes” (Ibid.); a division also corroborated by 

Abdulmajeed and Abdulmajeed (2019), who have identified the following pragmatic devices used to 

create amusement in football commentaries: silence, metaphor, metonymy, irony, repetition, ellipsis, 

puns, certain deictic expressions, hyperbole, pejoration, and slips of the tongue.  

The other category, Chovanec explains, is more closely tied to the dialogic nature of interpersonal 

communication where humorous genres, such as retorts (Norrick 1993), teasing (Norrick 1993; Boxer & 

Cortes-Conde 1997), banter (Dynel 2008), and putdowns or sarcasm (Norrick 1993; Dynel 2009), 

frequently occur. The division, on the one hand, resembles Cicero’s de dicto (of words) and de re (of 

things) general categories of humour, while on the other, it may be said that the former targets the game, 

while the latter targets the participants involved, the co-anchor, and the audience. Finally, a frequently 

occurring subcategory of the former is accidental/unintended humour, such as a slip of the tongue, 

malapropism, spoonerism, and alike. Such memorable lapses, Chovanec argues, can “become 

stereotypically associated with particular sports commentators and may even achieve something of a cult 

status in the fan community” (2016), as is the case with our own title.  

The two phenomena, metaphors and humour, both work towards colouring the language of football 

commentaries, which this study seeks to analyze and discuss. By introducing more familiar, dramatic and 

emotional language and concept domains, metaphors help dramatize football commentaries, while at the 

same time engaging the audience emotionally. Humour, on the other hand, makes the language more 

everyday-like, while simultaneously entertaining and engaging the audience, helping them endure even 

the eventless games. These two constitute the backbone of our study. 

3. Methods 
In this study we are interested in exploring the following issues: (1) What types of metaphors and humour 

Macedonian football commentators use to dramatize and colour the broadcast, and (2) what their own 
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experiences and perceptions are of the genre of sports commentary and the role of metaphors and humour 

therein. To answer these, we have designed and conducted two procedures.  

First, we watched 10 matches from the 2018 World Cup, with a varying duration from 90 to 120 minutes. 

The commentaries were provided by two very experienced Macedonian sports commentators. The choice 

which football match to use as analytical material was made according to the match’s significance (e.g. 

whether it is a semi-final or final match, or if it is between the most popular national teams). 

From this material we initially made a list of the metaphoric expressions occurring the most, which were 

later categorized according to their meaning/conceptual domain. This helped us identify various categories 

of metaphor. The identification included three stages: the metaphor itself, its meaning (its reference), and 

the similarity or connection between the two. 

In the identification of the conceptual domains we have used two types of referring expressions. The first 

were lexemes that have an explicit semantic relation to the identified source domain, conceived as a whole 

mental model of the concept. Lexemes such as strategy, attack, defeat, unambiguously refer to the concept 

of WAR, while lexemes such as smash, wipe out do not explicitly relate to the concept of war, but 

nonetheless, refer to actions denoting conflict, gaining advantage, asymmetric relations such as superiority 

vs. inferiority, which are typical of the war script, and thus can be brought to close relation.   

Instances of humor were identified on the basis of manifest, both intended and unintended, 

conflict/contradiction between two concepts/ideas that are productive of amusement and laughter. We 

were particularly interested in identifying instances of puns, wordplay, amusing lexemes and register 

clashes, slips of the tongue and alike.  

Based on the material selected, we created a list of interview questions and conducted in-depth semi-

structured interviews with the two commentators. The interview consisted of seven questions. The 

questions sought to register the commentators’ use of different audience-engaging strategies, metaphors 

and humour included, and their own commenting experience and attitudes towards the use of metaphors 

and humour in football commentaries. We have used the metaphor and humour database previously 

created to make a list of four instances of metaphors and four instances of humour produced by the 

commentators themselves in order to register their reactions to and make further inquiry about the motives 

and purposes of the instances created. The interviews lasted a total of 77 minutes. The answers were audio-

recorded, with the commentators’ permission, and transcribed by the researchers.   
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4. Data analysis and results 
The search for metaphors and humour in the selected corpus has revealed the following types and functions 

of these linguistic categories.  

4.1. Types of metaphors 
The linguistic analysis of the commentaries in ten World Cup matches showed that the Macedonian 

commentators used three exact linguistics strategies to describe, dramatize and colour the broadcast: 

metaphors, stigmatized metaphors, and humour. Some of the expressions were hard to classify since they 

showed features of various nature and we placed them in the category of “other” (see Table 1). There were 

three major types of metaphors identified: war metaphors or metaphors related to battle strategies, 

body/anatomy-related metaphors, and popular perceptions of nations. The war/battle metaphors are the 

most striking. The  “football is war” concept of a metaphor was applied through the extremely common 

words such as “gazi” (“smash”), “football Napoleon”, “football earthquake”, “kung-fu movement that 

destroys”, “shipwreck”, and the commonly used words “kick”, “strike” in combination with other 

linguistic elements Actually, shooting and targeting to show superiority over the other team is clearly seen 

in metaphors (e.g. “smash”, “destroy”). . What commentators do is put events into words, and 

the linguistic representation must necessarily include a specific level of perception, emotions and a level 

of verbalization.  

Apart from the metaphors, the commentators used what we called “stigmatized metaphors”. What we 

mean by this category is language that has been often used in football commentaries, so it became part of 

the folk expressions or was said in a particular (but right) moment, so it was perpetuated to mark similar 

events in various football matches through time. Such examples include the phrases “penalty roulette”, 

“tore the net”, “the cubed/checked (коцкестите)”, “fresh pair of legs on the terrain”, “English 

pressing, tall as a basketball player”, “the dwarf in the English team” and “Panther’s jump”.  

The second type were the anatomy-related metaphors referring to the human body parts used in phrases 

that describe/refer to specific players as “the heart of the game" or the “brain of the team”. Basically, 

these metaphors portray and emphasise the importance and the role of an individual player. The functional 

meaning of the expression taken from the source domain (anatomy) presents the specific player’s 

engagement with the game. Thus, the biological function of the head as locus of control over bodily 

functions is brought to signify the organizational center of the game, while the heart signifies the energy 

and passion of the player.  
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The third type were the metaphors addressing the popular perceptions of nations.  Commentaries are 

a way to construct knowledge about a certain topic (such as a nation, an ethnicity) that sometimes 

broadens, but at the same time limits the possible ways to talk about such a topic. The concepts of a nation 

or ethnicity are perceived as social constructs that are always dynamic and which acquire meaning in and 

through discourse. But such concepts are operationalized and essentialized in sportscasting by being 

considered as binary oppositions (strong/weak nation, masculine/feminine behaviors of athletes, etc.). 

Watching football entails watching filtered representations that audiences can actively use to make sense 

of the world, themselves and others (see Hall 2011). Often teams or individual players are represented in 

stereotypical ways, which marginalizes their athletic performances (“Tall as a basketball player”; 

”Sterling is the dwarf in the English team”), the quality of the match, and instead commentators focus on 

the players’ masculinity/physical features or mental capacities. Some examples include “Russian defense 

escalated although they seemed strong as grenade” or even use pop icons to represent a nation (for 

example “Shakira” as a representative of the Columbian nation) in order to reemploy stereotypical 

representations about a subject activating the mental effects on the social components. 

The search for humour samples revealed unexpected results. Only 10 instances were identified, 

additionally checked with the two coders. In continuation we provide most of the instances identified 

along with the type of humour:  a) a slip of the tongue, or incomprehensible/vague articulation of an idea 

(e.g. “we are not more than you are, you are the most important dear viewers”, “it is not about laws of 

physics, it is whether the ball likes or it doesn’t like, and tonight it likes the Russians”, “he rode him, now 

he is on the top of him, so what?”); b) failed humour (e.g. “the two goals were scored by the Croats, one 

in the wrong net”, “(Columbia) is a country that gave the world Shakira, coffee and some other things in 

a negative context”); c) cognitive mismatch (e.g. “the French received 4 goals, 1 from penalty kick other 

from Argentina”); d) (over)use of poetic images and/or metaphors (e.g. “the root is strong with a stem 

that breaks hard, with Griezman, with Mbape, as the shiniest fruits, this composition of the football know 

all Dechamps”); e) amusing comments to a situation (e.g. “I see the referees in the TV lab wearing official 

jerseys, and I wonder if they also have football shoes beneath the tables”). 

Given the anecdotal evidence, it is hard to elicit any stable patterns of humour use. At this point we 

may only safely assume that a significant part of the humour produced was unintended (slip of a tongue, 

vague expression of comments, poetic use of language), while another part results from cognitive clashes, 

or a witty comment to a situation related to the match. Be it as it may, it is almost impossible to draw any 
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inferences, except that humour is not quite a productive category in the ‘hands’ of Macedonian 

commentators, an assumption we shall try to prove or falsify with the results from the interview.  

4.2. Commentators’ perceptions and experiences 
As stated earlier, two Macedonian commentators representing the younger generation of sports 

journalists (in their late thirties-early forties) were interviewed about their own experiences and especially 

the attitudes regarding the role of language and humor. Both of them perceived commentary as a creative 

activity (“creative improvisation” in their own words), the production of which relies on presenting facts, 

prosody, intonation, and cultural references. Regarding the use of metaphors they believed that metaphors 

should add to the sensation that has already been raised by the match. In respect to humour, both 

commentators highlighted their perception of their job as serious, implying a certain limitation to the use 

of humour, or as they phrased it: “It is a very serious job…(…)…we do not want to be showmen”. 

However, they both admitted that there is some humour going on before, during and after the live 

broadcasts. In fact, it was them who pointed to the difference between studio and live humour. More 

specifically, studio humour was described as “unheard” (between the commentators and the team), and 

“unseen” (between the commentators when they comment together). Unlike this, the humour which is 

actually aired was classified by the commentators as belonging to one of the following categories: witty 

comments on an unexpected or funny action happening on the football pitch, a lap of a tongue, self-

disparaging humour (usually for a lap of a tongue), conversational humour targeting a specific player for 

his actions or words, such as Neymar’s pedantry pitch behavior that gave rise to much joking during the 

WC 2018, and joint humour (an immediate witty response to the co-commentator). Except for self-

disparaging and joint humour, the other categories were also identified by the researchers.  

However, given the very low number of humour instances identified in the corpus, we have asked the 

interviewees to reflect on and re-evaluate few of their own humour instances by commenting on their 

original motive and end of producing it. The selected sample includes: a) “This is neither about a special 

kick, nor about physics, this is whether the ball likes or doesn’t like, and the ball likes the Russians”; b) 

“Kolinda (the Croatian president) said she would visit the players in the changing rooms regardless the 

result”; c) “(Columbia) is a country that gave the world Shakira, coffee and some other things in a negative 

context”; d) “The French received 4 goals, one from penalty, the other 3 from Argentina”. While the first 

and the third example were evaluated as fairly funny by the commentators, they were not aware that the 

other two may have such an effect. As a matter of fact, one of the commentators admitted of not being 
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aware of the potential sexual reference embedded in the second, while the other admitted that his attention 

in producing the last was to glorify the French defense, without being aware that he has made a lap of the 

tongue. As far as the motive goes to create the first instance, commentators explained that it was an attempt 

to diverge from the conventional language of football in order to comment on a situation of fortune rather 

than strategy or logic. Finally, the rather longish ‘other things in negative context’ reference to cocaine 

was explained as media censorship that forbids the use of explicit expressions such as drugs.  

The low humour frequency and the commentators’ unawareness of the potentially humourous effect 

by some of their words brought us to the last question about the use of humour by commentators in general. 

In this regard, our interlocutors emphasized the serious nature of TV sports journalism, their own intention 

to differentiate themselves from the older generations of Macedonian commentators by paying more 

attention to being well-informed, paying serious attention to diction, voice, and vivid expressions. Finally, 

they both agreed that there must be balance between serious comments (facts, information, resonant voice) 

and fun, although unfortunately our results do not corroborate the opinion.  

5. Discussion and conclusion  
In this paper, humour and metaphors used by Macedonian sports commentators during the World Cup 

2018 were analyzed. The language of football is a mixture of formulaic and creative language, which 

contains instances of linguistic elements, targeting players, targeting commentators themselves, amusing 

comments on a situation in order to make the boring game interesting. The analysis reveals that the most 

frequently used metaphors are those depicting themes of war/battle, human anatomy, and a stereotypical 

presentation of nations or ethnicities. Those themes can be attributed to the intense competitive spirit 

between the teams, which leads to one side triumphing over the other, and to the emphasis of the 

importance of an individual player by relating his role to the human body parts. Judging by the frequency 

of the use one may speculate that metaphors are still the prevailing building blocks of football 

commentaries aimed at ‘colouring’ the broadcast. The Macedonian sports commentators confirm the use 

of war and anatomy metaphors as evidenced by previous research. However, at times they are the safe 

source of language for the commentator to dip in, which can be seen in the use of stigmatized metaphors.  

The use of humour by football commentators shows some very interesting results. On the one hand, there 

is a discrepancy between the humour produced as identified by this research and the humour capacity as 

discussed by the commentators. While the first is of low frequency and often of not laughable quality, at 

times more a result of a lap of the tongue or an amusingly clumsy articulation of a comment, the second, 
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as conceived by the commentators, is more diverse in nature, but not in frequency since as pointed by 

commentators they are not entertainers. Unfortunately, the research could not evidence all the categories 

of humour types and metaphors, and more instances thereof, as spoken by the commentators. It could only 

record their attitudes about humour and the role of metaphors and their role as tools for audience 

engagement. Judging by the low frequency of humour and the fact that most instances are either a lap of 

the tongue or at least unintentional points to the fact that it is difficult to make any firm conclusions, based 

on empirical evidence, whether and how humour actually colours football broadcasts in Macedonian 

sports commenting. Additionally, the sports commentators who participated in the study are not always 

aware of the use of metaphors and want to distinguish themselves from the senior generation of 

commentators by avoiding to be showmen and rather focus on informing and analyzing the game better.  

The combination of football metaphors and humor analyzed in our study complies with Lewandowski’s 

study (2012) that some of these linguistic elements create a less aggressive image of the world’s most 

popular sports activity to the extent that football can also be perceived as a pleasing field of human activity. 

We believe that our study will inspire further research on various types of humour and metaphors in sports 

commentaries. 
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Abstract 
Irvin Yalom is a most notable psychiatrist and existential psychotherapist whose prolific career of seven 

decades expands into the field of literature as well. Three of his novels, namely When Nietzsche Wept, The 

Schopenhauer Cure and The Spinoza Problem, all beautifully intertwine biographical and fictional 

elements of the lives and theories of the three philosophers with the history and practice of psychoanalysis 

and psychotherapy. Each novel sees an analyst-analysand relationship through which Yalom attempts to 

delve into the minds of some of history's greatest thinkers: the first, When Nietzsche Wept (1992) follows 

a fictional therapeutic encounter between the fathers of psychoanalysis (Joseph Breuer) and nihilism 

(Friedrich Nietzsche). The second, The Schopenhauer Cure (2005) involves psychotherapy in a group 

setting of a terminally ill therapist and a Schopenhauer-obsessed patient, whereas the third, The Spinoza 

Problem (2012) follows, again, sessions between a therapist and a young Alfred Rosenberg (one of the 

Nazi ideologues), while suggesting that Spinoza's self-examination prefigures the ‘talking cure’ of 

psychoanalysis. Thus, his novels provide a prime example of interdisciplinarity and, although they can be 

regarded as psycho-philosophical novels, Yalom chooses the term ‘teaching novels’. 

Keywords: Irvin Yalom, psychotherapy, philosophy, existential therapy, teaching novel 

1. Introduction 
Irvin Yalom’s novels are an excellent example of interdisciplinarity and provide a literary blend of history, 

philosophy, and psychotherapy, which can be appreciated by professionals and laypeople alike. The 

differences among these areas blend seamlessly and there appears to be only a very fine line drawn 

between storyteller, therapist, patient/client, philosopher.  
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2. Existentialism and Existential Therapy  
There is an underlying common thread in Yalom’s novels, and that thread is the one of existentialism. 

Most commonly misinterpreted “as a philosophy of complete nihilism and utter despair” (Olson, 1962, 

p.13), existentialism is much more than just a philosophical movement, usually associated with the Sartre-

de Beauvoir family and post-war France, and much more than a reflection of a particular historical period. 

In the words of Flynn (2006) “existentialism as a manner of doing philosophy and a way of addressing 

the issues that matter in people’s lives is at least as old as philosophy itself…it is as current as the human 

condition which it examines” (p.1).  

Just like existentialism itself, the term existential therapy eludes definition to some extent, simply because 

it covers various approaches, ideas and practitioners or, in the words of Cooper (2003), “the term 

existential therapy has been used to refer to so many different therapeutic practices” (p.1). Emmy van 

Deurzen’s existential therapy, for example, encourages clients to explore four dimensions of worldly being 

(the physical, personal, social, and spiritual dimensions), while James Bugental’s approach encourages 

clients to focus in on their subjective experiences. Another example is Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy, in 

which clients are encouraged to focus out on their responsibilities toward others. Frankl, a survivor of 

several concentration camps during WWII, believed that people’s main motivation is a search for life’s 

purpose, or a search for meaning.  

Finally, the therapist whose approach we are going to present through his novels, Irvin Yalom, encourages 

clients to face up to the four ‘ultimate concerns’ of existence – death, freedom, isolation, and 

meaninglessness. Here he, like other existential therapists, draws on from existential philosophy and in 

his three novels, he shows us the roots of some of these ideas in the philosophies of Friedrich Nietzsche, 

Arthur Schopenhauer, and Baruch Spinoza. Speaking of psychoanalysis, he states that “fairly early in my 

career, I felt strongly that the history of psychotherapy did not begin with Freud or Jung, or 

psychophysiological work in the 19th century, but instead began with the great writers and thinkers going 

back to the earliest written record.”20 

3. Teaching novels and stories 
Furthermore, Yalom’s contribution to the field of literary theory can be found in the introduction of a new 

categorization of his fiction. He has introduced the term ‘teaching novels and stories’ to mark how he 

 
20 https://www.kirkusreviews.com/features/inside-spinoza-problem/ 
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intended his fiction to be pedagogical or, as he says, secretly dedicated to the novice therapist. That is why 

his novels and short stories abound in techniques and interventions which can be used in both individual 

and group therapy settings – in this aspect, his works are not entirely fiction, because those techniques and 

interventions that he describes are what he would use in reality, with real clients as well. Apart from being 

seen as teaching novels, in the manner that they are deeply reflective of and influenced by both philosophy 

and psychotherapy, it would be only understandable for them to be treated as psycho-philosophical novels 

as well.  

4. Analysis  
It would appear that the chronology of the novels in question (When Nietzsche Wept, 1992; The 

Schopenhauer Cure, 2005; and The Spinoza Problem, 2012) is a reversal in the chronological development 

of existential thought (Nietzsche, XIX c.; Schopenhauer, XVIII c.; and Spinoza, XVII c.), because each 

of these philosophers was deeply influenced by his predecessor (Nietzsche by Schopenhauer, and 

Schopenhauer by Spinoza).  

In the first novel, When Nietzsche Wept, young Sigmund Freud calls Nietzsche perhaps the greatest 

psychologist who has ever lived and says that he has more penetrating knowledge of mankind than any 

other person. However, the novel finds him desperate and it is this despair that his friend, Lou Salome, 

asks Josef Breuer to cure (Yalom, 2008, p.13). The two men find themselves each facing some existential 

demons – Breuer is not only afraid of the approaching end of his life, he also fails to find meaning in his 

life, particularly in his marriage, and yearns to be free of all constraints, mainly his wife Mathilde, so that 

he can live a blissful life with his patient Bertha. Nietzsche is struggling with his failing health and constant 

agonizing pain, while suffering the pangs of betrayal by Lou Salome. Even though Nietzsche says that 

“revealing oneself in front of another is an introduction to betrayal, and betrayal makes a person ill” 

(p.112), he does go on to form an agreement with Breuer, which Breuer calls a sort of “a professional 

exchange…during the next month, I will be a doctor to your body…I will be focused mainly on your 

physical symptoms and medications…and you, in return, will be a doctor to my mind, to my spirit” 

(p.165). Even though on the surface it appears that Breuer is suffering from symptoms typical of Victorian 

England, he is, in fact, facing what Yalom calls the ultimate concerns of existence. In his own words, 

Breuer says: 

“Not on the surface. There it appears as if nothing is missing from my life. But, underneath that 
surface desperation rules. You ask what kind of desperation? Let’s just say that my mind isn’t my 
own, I am overcome by strange and impure thoughts. And the result of this is a feeling of self-
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loathing and doubt in my own integrity. Although my wife and children matter to me, I do not love 
them! In fact, I hate being trapped by them. I lack courage: courage to either change my life or go 
on with it. I don’t see why I live – the meaning of it all. I am consumed by aging. Each day I get 
closer to death and that terrifies me.” (p.166) 

He also tells Nietzsche that “about aging, death, freedom, suicide, searching for meaning – you know 

more than anyone else” (p.166), and implores him to “save me…experiment on me…I am the perfect 

subject. I have killed God…I don’t know why I live…I don’t know how to live” (p.167). Thus, their 

journey begins. Nietzsche is in the position of a therapist and the two use what Anna O., or Bertha 

Pappenheim, call ‘chimney sweeping’, or the talking cure, in which Breuer shares with Nietzsche his most 

intimate thoughts and dreams, and Nietzsche asks poignant and insightful questions in the manner of a 

true therapist. About the dreams, Nietzsche says: 

“dreams are the ultimate mystery awaiting to be solved. I envy your dreams. I catch mine very 
rarely. I disagree with a Swiss doctor who once advised me not to waste time thinking about 
dreams, for they are nothing but random waste, nightly secretions of the mind.” (p.204) 

And in a true existentialist manner, he tells Breuer “now you have to learn to accept your life and have the 

courage to say ‘I chose so’! The human spirit is made up of its choices!” (p.211). Breuer’s life crisis begins 

when he turns 40 and starts feeling the impending end, forcing him to reconsider his life and, especially, 

his choices, which he never felt were his own. In an existential vacuum21, he describes his life in the 

following manner, after Nietzsche asks him whether he has fulfilled his promises: 

“in the sense of achieving my goals – yes. But, without satisfaction, Friedrich. In the beginning, 
the shine of a new success would last for months. But it gradually became shorter and shorter – 
lasting weeks, then days, even just hours -and now that feeling evaporates so quickly, it doesn’t 
even break my skin. Now I consider my goals to have been deceits – that they were never the true 
destiny of the promising boy. I often feel disoriented: old goals no longer matter, and I have lost 
the ability to create new ones. When I think about the course of my life, I feel cheated or 
tricked…as if I have danced my life to the wrong tune.” (p.219) 

During the first week of their ‘therapy’, Breuer suffers from terrible nightmares and insomnia, making 

him question whether such a life is worth living, and contemplates suicide, while at the same time being 

even more obsessed with thoughts of Bertha and dreaming of freedom – escaping his life and pursuing a 

new one with her somewhere far away.  

 
21 Viktor Frankl’s term referring to the inability to find meaning in one’s life.  
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To Breuer’s existential problems, Nietzsche replies: 

“the fact that will cannot bring back what is lost does not mean it is powerless! The fact that God 
is dead – does not mean that our existence has no meaning. The fact that death is coming – does 
not mean that life is devoid of value.” (p.224) 

Breuer also becomes  

“delighted by the seductiveness of the talking therapy…it consumed him entirely;…he was cheered 
up by the unburdening, by telling his worst secrets, by having the attention of someone who, in 
most part, understands, accepts and, it would appear, forgives him.” (p.234) 

Yalom calls this novel a novel of obsession, referring to the obsession of Breuer with Bertha, and the 

obsession of Nietzsche with Lou Salome. The obsessions and fantasies Breuer has serve to protect him 

“from the future, from the fears of aging, death, oblivion” (p.280). However, they both find release in the 

most precious of gifts that therapy has to offer, and that is the gift of contact22 – the abstract equivalent of 

the experience of touching. At the end of their therapy, Nietzsche weeps for the first time in his life, 

realizing that “it’s strange, but in the very moment I first announced my loneliness in all its depth, in all 

its despair – in that moment it vanished. The moment I told you I had never been touched is the moment 

I let myself be touched”, to which Breuer exclaims that paradoxically “isolation exists only in 

isolation…once shared, it evaporates” (p.351).  

The next two novels contain dual and sometimes multiple narratives, with characters centuries apart, yet 

interconnected by ideas – ideas rooted in either existentialism or psychotherapy. The second novel, The 

Schopenhauer Cure, is substantially darker and grimmer than the previous one, and it deals with a 

therapist, Julius Hertzfeld, who is terminally ill and who tries to help his most hopeless patient. This 

patient, Philip Slate, happens to be obsessed with Schopenhauer and is a philosophical counselor. Here 

we find another form of agreement between the therapist and the patient (again, they alternate in their 

roles, just like in the previous novel): Julius will act as his supervisor, in order for Philip to gain his 

counseling license, and Philip will join Julius’ therapy group for six months. The meetings of the group 

are very realistically portrayed and reflect Yalom’s own experience and theoretical background. As the 

author of one of the textbooks on group therapy still in use in schools around the world23, Yalom is at his 

 
22 “Contact has been described as the central fact of human life, as well as the life of all organisms, and it can be 
understood as ‘meeting of various kinds of others’; contact also means being in touch with what is emerging in the 
moment; contact is the means for changing oneself and one’s experience of the world.” (in Brownell, 2010, p.103) 
23 Irvin Yalom. The Theory and Practice of Group Psychotherapy. Basic Books, 2005. 
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best in this novel, while at the same time going up against one of the most troublesome and darkest of 

philosophers, Arthur Schopenhauer. His four ‘ultimate concerns’ of existence (death, freedom, isolation, 

and meaninglessness) can each be traced in this story.  

To begin with, when Julius is faced with his mortality and is given only a year to live, he realizes that “he 

has always known about finality and the disappearance of consciousness…but, there is knowing and 

knowing” (2011, p.21). So, he goes to Nietzsche for existential wisdom and Zarathustra’s urge to consume 

life and to die at the right time24 inspire him to look up his greatest therapeutic failure, Philip Slate, to find 

out whether or not, 20 years later, the therapeutic encounter between the two (which lasted for three years) 

managed to help him. Apart from being a sex addict, Philip has spent his entire young and adult life living 

in isolation, unable to form any kind of a meaningful relationship. He has sought many different ways to 

break his compulsion and has managed to do so after many, many years with the help “of one therapist, 

the perfect therapist, a therapist who gave me what no one was ever able to give me” (p.42), and that 

therapist was Arthur Schopenhauer.  

While narrating parts of Schopenhauer’s biography, Yalom puts him in that therapy group, through Philip, 

and it is profoundly interesting to see the effects existential (group) therapy would supposedly have on 

someone as misanthropic as him, because in group therapy the focus is extremely inter-personal. In his 

theoretical work, The Theory and Practice of Group Psychotherapy, Yalom has come up with 11 specific 

factors that lead to significant changes and shifts for group members: 

• The instillation of hope creates a feeling of optimism. 
• Universality helps group members realize that they are not alone in their impulses, problems, and 

other issues. 
• Imparting information helps to educate and empower people with knowledge pertaining to their 

specific psychological situation. 
• Altruism allows clients to gain a sense of value and significance by helping other group members. 
• Corrective recapitulation provides for the resolution of family and childhood events within the 

safety of the group family. 
• Socializing techniques promote social development, tolerance, empathy, and other interpersonal 

skills. 
• Through imitative behavior group members learn to adopt the coping strategies and perspectives 

of other group members. 
• Interpersonal learning teaches members how to develop supportive interpersonal relationships. 

 
24 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra: A Book for All and None, New York: Algora Publishing, 
2003, p.54. 
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• Group cohesiveness gives members a sense of acceptance, belonging, value, and security. 
• Catharsis releases suppressed emotions and promotes healing by disclosing information to group 

members. 
• Existential factors incorporate learning how to just exist as part of something larger than oneself. 

This factor brings a client into the awareness that life will continue, with pain, death, sadness, 
regret, and joy. By living existentially, clients learn how to accept these conditions without 
escaping from them. Instead, they learn how to live with them, and through them. 

Each of these factors is evident in the novel, and examples of each abound. Yalom also credits 

Schopenhauer with some of the ideas that will, 40 years later, be found in psychoanalysis; namely, he 

writes of unconscious forces, sexuality, and bodily awareness, feeling that had Schopenhauer lived today, 

he would have made an excellent candidate for psychotherapy. He shows us that conviction by 

demonstrating how group therapy and authentic contact manage to ‘break’ Philip out of his shell and once 

again show the healing powers of therapy, even (and especially) amidst the overhanging shadow of death.  

If the previous novel was a very powerful and emotional rollercoaster, inviting the reader along to join a 

difficult meeting with reality, in the third novel, The Spinoza Problem, the quiet introspective world of 

Bento (Baruch) Spinoza is contrasted with the intensive ambition of one of Nazism’s ideologues, Alfred 

Rosenberg, who was in reality hospitalized twice due to psychiatric problems. We find out about their 

inner worlds through Spinoza’s confidante, and Rosenberg’s psychiatrist. In the words of Yalom himself:  

“I tried to write a novel about something that could have happened. I kept as much as I could to 
historical events and based on my own professional psychiatric knowledge, I tried to imagine the 
inner worlds of my protagonists, Bento Spinoza and Alfred Rosenberg. I made up two characters, 
Franco Benitez and Friedrich Pfister, to serve as gateways to the psyche of the main characters.” 
(2012, p.409)  
Yalom also says that Spinoza “has written abundantly about issues relevant to my field of 
psychiatry and psychotherapy – for example, that ideas, thoughts and feelings are caused by prior 
experiences, that passions can be studied passionlessly, that understanding leads to 
transcendence” (p.6).  

From the ultimate concerns of existence, it can be said that this novel deals with the themes of freedom 

and searching for meaning. Quite interestingly, Spinoza and Rosenberg find freedom and meaning in 

completely opposing states. Spinoza’s excommunication from the Jewish community in Amsterdam in 

1656, as devastating as it may have been, set Spinoza free to pursue a life dedicated to contemplation and 

study of the Bible unencumbered by the demands and rules of the Portuguese-Jewish congregation. 

Spinoza’s reason “told him to aim for freedom…freedom was his only goal, the freedom to think, to 

analyze, to write down the thundering ideas echoing in his mind” (p.101). When given a chance to 
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renounce his ideas and beliefs in order to avoid excommunication, he just says “I refused…for me, 

freedom has no price” (p.166). Rosenberg also longed to be free to spread his anti-Semitic ideas, but unlike 

Spinoza, who was free in isolation, Rosenberg craved masses of people to preach to.   

They also found meaning in opposing places and conditions – Spinoza found meaning in quiet solitude, 

away from his community, whereas Rosenberg searched for belonging to a community, a home and a 

father – both of which he found in the rising waves of Nazism:  

“Those were idyllic days and Alfred will, until the end of his life, remember with satisfaction and 
gleam in his eyes, how he worked together with Eckart25 and how they drove in a taxi all over 
Munich to distribute Eckart’s fiery pamphlet To all the workers. Alfred finally had a home, a 
father, a goal to which he served.” (p.160) 

These examples relativize the concepts of freedom and meaning, emphasizing the unique and authentic 

approach of each individual to each of the four ultimate concerns Yalom writes about. He is very careful 

to show his respect and consideration, and is also excellent at adapting his approach to therapy according 

to each patient/character.  

5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, Yalom’s interest in philosophy, and how it is related to psychotherapy, go beyond a simple 

tracing back of origin stories, thus revealing a deep understanding of human nature and the human 

condition, as well as the most common problems people have always had, and always will. In her book, 

Irvin D. Yalom: On Psychotherapy and the Human Condition, Ruthellen Josselson reveals how Yalom 

“was intrigued by the links between philosophical reflection and the healing that takes place in 

psychotherapy, implying that…the philosophers were covert therapists.”26 Yalom’s teaching stories may 

teach the professionals techniques and approaches in both individual and group psychotherapy, but they 

teach all of us the invaluable gift of authenticity, meaningful contact, and the fact that we are never alone 

in our existential struggles.  
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Abstract 
To Room Nineteen is a story by Doris Lessing in which, through the Rawlings family, we touch on subjects 

such as neurosis, feminism, patriarchy, and emancipation, among others. This paper takes the 

psychoanalytic approach to literary analysis by which Susan Rawlings’s character is analysed. The 

research tracks her nervous breakdown, criticising the patriarchal society that leads her down a suicidal 

path. Moreover, Marxist feminism and Virginia Woolf’s views on women add to the research by setting 

the scene and explaining the downfall of Susan Rawlings. Her descent into madness is explained through 

the inner and marital conflicts present in Lessing’s microcosm of feminism. Furthermore, the topic of 

enclosures, or rooms, as stated in the title, play an essential role as they show us the workings of the human 

psyche and the respite they provide to a troubled mind. For some, they stand for prisons; however, for 

others, they symbolise freedom. Susan’s suicide is a critique on modern patriarchal society, and with this 

story Lessing gives us an insight into all of these issues.  

Keywords: madness, feminism, patriarchy, consciousness, psychoanalysis  

1.  Introduction 
To Room Nineteen is a story in which Doris Lessing shows us how a woman’s psyche battles against the 

oppressive patriarchal surroundings. Psychology and feminism form the crux of her story, which she 

published in 1963 as part of the collection A Man and Two Women. In it, Lessing describes Susan’s descent 

into madness, or rather, a deteriorating marriage, which ultimately results in madness. Susan Rawlings is 

a middle-aged wife who has given up her previous life of feminine independence and work to become a 

typical suburban housewife. This change triggers a transformation of her character, which, under the 
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patriarchal oppression portrayed in this story, ends in suicide. For a marriage supposedly “grounded in 

intelligence” (Lessing, 2010:576), this one lacks any.  

The “perfect” life starts out well. The Rawlings spouses settle into a mansion, have children, and, in the 

eyes of their friends, achieve happiness. Susan gives up her job to take care of the children and the 

household, while Matthew goes to work to provide for his family. All is well until Matthew cheats on 

Susan. The lack of conflict in this story, or rather, the abstinence from conflict is what drives the Rawlings 

apart, with Susan going ultimately mad. To Room Nineteen stands as a critique of the time when it was 

written; it stands as a critique of patriarchy, and it provides a gateway into a woman’s mind. Susan is an 

example of an oppressed woman driven to lunacy, which this paper analyses. Through a psychoanalytic 

approach, primarily focusing on Karen Horney’s theory of neurosis, this paper tracks Susan’s descent into 

madness, her alienation, and her battle for emancipation. Further, the psychoanalytic approach is backed 

by research and essays ranging from Marxist feminism and gender relations to studies on conflict. In 

addition, the inclusion of Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own helps us to understand the need 

for and the importance of Susan’s quest for her own private space, and the symbolism it carries for women 

and their psyche.  

2.  A Psychoanalytic Analysis of Susan Rawlings 
“This is a story, I suppose, about a failure in intelligence: the Rawlings’ marriage was grounded in 

intelligence.” (Lessing, 2010: 576) This is the opening sentence of To Room Nineteen. With it, Lessing 

gives perhaps the best summary of her story. To explain the “intelligence” part, it has to be said that the 

Rawlings’ marriage is indeed, from an outside perspective, a marriage based on intelligence. Susan and 

Matthew are two successful working adults who have decided to get married and start a family. Not only 

do they think this is a good decision, but all of their friends have also expected them to take that next step: 

“Not only they, but others, felt they were well–matched: their friends’ delight was an additional proof of 

their happiness.” (Lessing, 2010: 576) Moreover, the appealing aspect of this seemingly “perfect” 

marriage is that it gives us Susan, the protagonist, whose fascinating psyche is the subject of our analysis. 

  As stated earlier, the Rawlings are a successfully employed couple: “Both had well–paid jobs. Matthew 

was a subeditor on a large London newspaper, and Susan worked in an advertising firm.” (Lessing, 2010: 

577) However, this life changes when they decide to start a family, i.e. to have children: “And then Susan 

became pregnant, she gave up her job, and they bought a house in Richmond. It was typical of this couple 

that they had a son first, then a daughter, then twins, son and daughter.” (Lessing, 2010: 578) This is a 
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crucial point in the story as, according to Marxist feminism, it implies the downfall of Susan. Margaret 

Benston, in her Marxist feminist study The Political Economy of Women’s Liberation (1969), explains 

Marxist feminism by emphasising the status of women as second-class citizens in relation to capital:  

In a society in which money determines value, women are a group who work outside the money 
economy. Their work is not worth money, is therefore valueless, is therefore not even real work. 
And women themselves, who do this valueless work, can hardly be expected to be worth as much 
as men, who work for money. In structural terms, the closest thing to the condition of women is the 
condition of others who are or were also outside of commodity production, i.e., serfs and peasants. 
(Benston, 1969: 16) 

This is also stated in Wang Ningchuan and Wen Yiping’s article In Room Nineteen: Why Did Susan 

Commit Suicide? Reconsidering Gender Relations from Doris Lessing’s Novel (2012), where they note 

that “Susan voluntarily shut herself out from the public sphere and was restricted to the private sphere, 

which was the root of sexual inequality between man and woman.” (Ningchuan and Yiping, 2012: 67) 

Furthermore, “…the tragedy began with her renouncement of material or economic independence. 

Marriage for her became a turning point from equality to subordination.” (Ningchuan and Yiping, 2012: 

67) Thus, according to Marxist feminism, the combination of Susan’s children, her resignation, as well as 

her overreliance on her husband’s money are the starting points of her descent into madness. 

However, to say that this was the only reason for her going mad would be an understatement. The gradual 

deterioration process of their marriage continues later into their married life. The many unsaid conflicts 

come to symbolise their marriage. Such an example is when Matthew becomes so dissatisfied with his life 

that he decides to cheat on Susan: “It was banal, too, when one night Matthew came home late and 

confessed he had been to a party, taken a girl home and slept with her. Susan forgave him, of course.” 

(Lessing, 2010: 581) The most disturbing point here is that Susan instantly forgives Matthew’s adultery 

because, according to her, that is the intelligent thing to do, and, after all, their marriage is “grounded in 

intelligence”. Susan’s silence is clearly a sign of subordination and fear, because either the ten years’ 

fidelity is not important, or she is not important. Moreover, it should be noted that people change, and that 

relationships break down when serious conflicts like this occur. In Our Inner Conflicts: A Constructive 

Theory of Neurosis (1945), Karen Horney states that “neuroses are generated by disturbances in human 

relationships” (Horney, 1945: 5), and this is exactly what happens in the Rawlings’ case. 

The insidious marital conflicts keep pilling up. Reading the story, we can clearly see Susan’s mental state. 

She is in need of some time off, some peace and quiet from her family life, which is causing her so much 
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stress, and driving her mad. Paulo Henrique de Sa Junior, in his essay Schizophrenia or female 

consciousness: diagnosing a borderline personality in Doris Lessing’s “To Room Nineteen” (2003), 

claims that “…the majority of cases of insanity reflect women struggling for femininity with their family 

and society.” (Junior, 2003: 4) This is clearly the case with Susan Rawlings. As their life goes on, as the 

children grow up, the time will come when the children will not need their mother’s care and support as 

much as they have needed it previously. Still, this does not mean that Susan’s life will simply return to 

normal. The insidious effects are catching up with her, and she needs more than just some time off. Her 

oblivious husband just cannot see this. His negligence contributes to Susan’s insanity: “They’ll be off your 

hands, darling Susan, and you’ll have time to yourself. So said Matthew, the intelligent husband, who had 

often enough commended and consoled Susan, standing by her in spirit during the years when her soul 

was not her own, as she said, but her children’s.” (Lessing, 2010: 585) Matthew’s failure as a husband 

and father definitely plays an important, but negative role in their marriage. Susan, of course, listens to 

her husband, and keeps taking the children to school, continues returning home; however, now there is 

something different. She feels that there is something waiting for her in the house, some presence, an 

unwelcome being, which will be analysed later on in this paper . Then it dawns on her that she has spent 

half of her adult life raising her children, and being a housewife: “First, I spent twelve years of my adult 

life working, living my own life. Then I married, and from the moment I became pregnant for the first 

time I signed myself over, so to speak, to other people. To the children. Not for one moment in twelve 

years have I been alone, had time to myself. So now I have to learn to be myself again. That’s all.” 

(Lessing, 2010: 587) The last sentence reflects Susan’s thoughts that with a lack of support, she is left to 

find her own way in society; she is trying to console herself. 

Self-comfort is obviously difficult at this part. The strange presence in the house keeps intensifying, 

showing itself more often, which is clearly a sign of Susan going mad. However, as before, Susan does 

not tell Matthew. 

Susan did not tell Matthew of these thoughts. They were not sensible. She did not recognise herself 
in them. What should she say to her dear friend and husband, Matthew? When I go into the 
garden, that is, if the children are not there, I feel as if there is an enemy waiting to invade me. 
‘What enemy, Susan darling?’ ‘Well I don’t know really…’ ‘Perhaps you should see a doctor?’ 
(Lessing, 2010: 588)  

This lack of communication is clearly detrimental to their relationship. She is again restless, or rather, 

possessed by restlessness.; emptiness is noticeably evident in her character. This notion of “emptiness”, 
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of not being loved, of being restless and going mad are emphasised in Rabelo Camara’s essay Susan 

Rawlings and her Predictable End: An Analysis of a Self–Sacrificed Woman in Doris Lessing’s To Room 

Nineteen (2014), where she writes: 

Emptiness is the most important word to qualify or distinguish Susan’s life. Only her thoughts 
would make company to her. And these same thoughts were the ones which haunted her and 
brought her enemy to life. A creature created by her figments of imagination. Such figments 
contributed to the intense moments of absences experienced by her. She seemed to be away from 
her cruel and nude reality by the time she was wandering alone in her garden, just watching the 
river flowing like her empty life. Self-imprisoned. Caged. Confined. These were the themes which 
haunted her fragile and impotent being till the moment she dares to spend hours away from home, 
only by herself, to try to find an answer to all those conflicting questions haunting her mind. The 
fantasies highly contributed to those moments in which affection was missing. Affection not in 
relation to her family but to herself. (Camara, 2014: 236-237) 

Further, it is essential to say that the illusion appearing in her mind is in the shape of a man, which is quite 

symbolic to Susan, and the entire story. She has been spurned by her husband, and, in turn, by the 

patriarchal society he represents, which has consequences for Susan. Her state is obviously a sign of her 

schizophrenic self: “The image of the devil might be a metamorphosis of her husband, vice versa, 

symbolizing the ubiquitous patriarchy, because she had realized that console from husband was just a 

hypocritical apology for disguising his pride in male dominance. He betrayed her faith, and she found 

nothing on which she could rely, but her forbearance suppressed her volcanic irruption outside.” 

(Ningchuan and Yiping, 2012: 72) 

The visual manifestation of the demon is a sign of her mental state, of everything that haunts her, and 

Lessing points this out in the story. Karen Horney writes that people build their own worlds, their own 

dreams as a defense mechanism to keep away from others. (Horney, 1945: 16) Moreover, this is what 

happens when people become too reliant on other people, which is the case with Susan: “dependence upon 

others makes for exceptional vulnerability, which in turn leads to a feeling of being neglected, rejected, 

and humiliated whenever the excessive amount of affection or approval demanded is not forthcoming.” 

(Horney, 1945: 20) 

Susan slowly comes to realise this, and her escape from this nightmare is to find a room of her own. In 

her essay A Room of One’s Own (2015), Virginia Woolf says that “a woman must have money and a room 

of her own.” (Woolf, 2015: 3) The quest for serenity in this story is a difficult one. In her first attempt, 

Susan tries to find comfort and recluse in her own house: “The spare room at the top of the house now had 

a cardboard sign saying: private! Do not disturb! on it. The family and Mrs. Parkes knew this was 
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‘Mother’s Room’ and that she was entitled to her privacy.” (Lessing, 2010: 595) However, she finds 

everything but peace and serenity in this haven of hers: “Then she took sewing up there, and the children 

and Mrs. Parkes came in and out: it had become another family room.” (Lessing, 2010: 596) The comfort 

she expects to find is not in her own house; the demons haunting her are still present in her own abode. 

Thus, Susan decides to look elsewhere. “Once near Victoria, she found herself outside a news agent that 

had Room to Let advertised. She decided to rent a room, telling no one.” (Lessing, 2010: 598) This second 

attempt does not last long, as the proprietor, Miss Townsend, keeps disturbing her. Susan considers 

confronting Miss Townsend, but in the end she decides against it, and leaves: 

She said it mentally, and saw, mentally, the look that would inevitably come to Miss Townsend’s 
elderly maiden’s face. ‘Miss Townsend, my four children and my husband are driving me insane, 
do you understand that? Yes, I can see from the gleam of hysteria in your eyes that comes from 
loneliness controlled but only just contained that I’ve got everything in the world you’ve ever 
longed for. Well, Miss Townsend, I don’t want any of it. You can have it, Miss Townsend. I wish I 
was absolutely alone in the world, like you. Miss Townsend, I’m being besieged by seven devils, 
Miss Townsend. Miss Townsend, let me stay here in your hotel where the devils can’t get me…’ 
Instead of saying all this, she described her anaemia, agreed to try Miss Townsend’s remedy for it, 
which was raw liver, minced, between whole–meal bread, and said yes, perhaps it would be better 
if she stayed at home and let a friend do shopping for her. She paid her bill and left the hotel, 
defeated. (Lessing, 2010: 599-600)  

Even though this represents another failed attempt in her quest to find her own room of peace and quiet, 

Susan learns that she must continue in her search or face death, because the day she spends at Miss 

Townsend’s hotel is enough to make her realise that, at this point, solitude means freedom, and that is all 

she is looking for. The topics of freedom, of solitude, and equality are emphasized in Virginia Woolf’s 

essay in which she quotes Charlotte Brontё: “Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women 

just feel as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties and a field for their efforts as much as their 

brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; 

and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow creatures to say that they ought to confine 

themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags. It 

is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has 

pronounced for their sex.” (Woolf, 2015: 51) As these chores and restrictions are what Susan faces yet 

again in her home, she decides to confront Matthew in a uniquely symbolic way that eventually opens the 

door to her “room nineteen”. This is the “mirror“ scene where Susan demands that Matthew should hire 

an au pair, so that she can completely isolate herself from her family and find the space she has been 

looking for: “She sat brushing her hair and watching him in the mirror…‘Susan, are you really sure we 
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need a girl?’ She was running the brush over her hair again and again, lifting fine black clouds in a small 

hiss of electricity. She was peering and smiling as if she were amused at the clinging hissing hair that 

followed the brush. ‘Yes, I think it would be a good idea, on the whole’, she said, with the cunning of a 

madwoman evading the real point. In the mirror she could see her Matthew lying on his back, his hands 

behind his head, staring upwards, his face sad and hard. She felt her heart (the old heart of Susan Rawlings) 

soften and call out to him. But she set it to be indifferent.” (Lessing, 2010: 603-604) This is a crucial scene 

in the story as it is also a prime subject for psychoanalytic analysis. With this scene, we get the concept 

of duality, of the dual personality. The mirror scene gives us the old and the new Susan, the battle within 

her psyche to find her balance and to try to escape insanity. This view is reaffirmed by Rula Quawas who, 

in his essay Lessing’s ‘To Room Nineteen’: Susan’s Voyage into the Inner Space of ‘elsewhere’ (2007), 

writes: 

When Susan speaks to Matthew from her new self, it is usually with Susan in front of a mirror 
brushing her hair, quite a provocative position from a psychoanalytic perspective. In the mirror is 
the self which Matthew recognizes as the ‘real’ Susan, the prim and proper image of Woman. In 
the chair looking into the mirror is the Other Susan, who begins to identify more and more as her 
‘real’ self. As an observer of her reflection in the mirror, Susan has the authority of the observer 
over the observed, of the self subject over the object–self. She is more the watcher and the 
observer of herself than she used to be, more the subject than the commodified object she has 
been. (Quawas, 2007: 119) 

Moreover, Quawas goes on to say that “The mirror confronts Susan with the split between what she is and 

feels and the façade she presents to the world. Susan perceives herself dually: Matthew’s wife or her 

fictive other and her authentic self. For the first time in her life, Susan learns to heed her own perception 

of herself or the alternative self she has created instead of the internalized patriarchal portrait of femininity 

that usually dominates the mirror, and she begins to reinscribe her own subject position, to rewrite her 

reality, and to grow stronger.” (Quawas, 2007: 119) With finding her psychological niche, Susan draws 

nearer to her “holy grail”, to her own room of serenity and solitude. Susan eventually finds Fred’s Hotel, 

and books a room only for herself. Unlike Miss Townsend, Fred lets Susan have her peace and quiet, and 

never disturbs her, as long as he is paid. The room Susan books is the room after which the story is titled 

– Room Nineteen. Here, we finally get to see the real Susan; a person on the brink of a nervous breakdown, 

who has finally found her remedy. Not only does Susan find freedom and peace in room 19, but she also 

starts to mentally recuperate from the stressful life that has been driving her mad. Here, she is no longer 

the constantly occupied housewife, and the cheated-on wife, but an independent woman with a life, and 

room, of her own, just as Virginia Woolf describes in her essay. To Susan, room 19 becomes more of her 
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home than the house she lives in. However, her Eden finally comes to an end when her husband, Matthew, 

finds out about it. Suspicious of her, he hires a detective and eventually tracks her down; nothing is the 

same any longer, when her safe haven is discovered. Susan instantly resumes her manic descent, and, as 

the story draws to a close, we can feel the obvious end. Susan tries to retrieve her room, but nothing feels 

the same: “She went up to sit in her wicker chair. But it was not the same. Her husband had searched her 

out…She tried to shrink herself back into the shelter of the room, a snail pecked out of its shell and trying 

to squirm back. But the peace of the room had gone.” (Lessing, 2010: 614) This is the denouement, the 

moment all of Susan’s dreams shatter, and the moment when she finally breaks. The importance of the 

room, and its discovery by Matthew, can be perfectly explained in psychological terms by Karen Horney, 

who says that “As long as the detached person can keep at a distance he feels comparatively safe; if for 

any reason the magic circle is penetrated, his security is threatened…The threat to detachment, ‘smashing 

the wall’, often means more than temporary panic. What may result is a kind of disintegration of 

personality in psychotic episodes.” (Horney, 1945: 32-33) This explains why, and how, Susan’s psyche 

shatters in the end. Thus, in the end, there is nothing for her but to commit suicide and escape her living 

nightmare:  

She had about four hours. She spent them delightfully, darkly, sweetly, letting herself slide gently, 
gently, to the edge of the river. Then, with hardly a break in her consciousness, she got up, pushed 
the thin rug against the door, made sure the windows were tight shut, put two shillings in the 
meter, and turned on the gas. For the first time since she had been in the room she lay on the hard 
bed that smelled stale, that smelled of sweat and sex. She lay on her back on the green satin cover, 
but her legs were chilly. She got up, found a blanket folded in the bottom of the chest of drawers, 
and carefully covered her legs with it. She was quite content lying there, listening to the faint soft 
hiss of the gas that poured into the room, into her lungs, into her brain, as she drifted off into the 
dark river. (Lessing, 2010: 623) 

To me, this ending is quite symbolic. Although many interpret it as a defeat, as Susan succumbing to the 

domineering patriarchy, I view it as a victory - a victory and a liberation, for both Susan and for women 

everywhere; a victory for feminism, and as a triumph of freedom. To end one’s life when dementia 

threatens is to take control of one’s life and to say that you are not just a passive recipient of oppression. 

Moreover, Lessing here implies that individuation can only be achieved without the interference and 

proximity of Susan’s husband. Therefore, death is sought in order to bring forth a female identity that life 

has been unable to provide. Benigna Gerisch in her paper on Sylvia Plath’s death,“This is not death, it is 

something safer”: A Psychodynamic approach to Sylvia Plath (1998), justifies suicide in the following 

way:  
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The wish to fail and to die in order to be liberated from the various identifications in favour of the 
previously unsuccessful individuation and autonomy, justifies suicide/attempted suicide–a 
paradoxical survival performance in which the alien in the self is destroyed in order to enable a 
continuation of life. (Gerisch, 1998: 758)      

In this set of circumstances, Susan’s suicide is not the ultimate destruction; on the contrary, it removes the 

destruction of the self. Susan finally manages to free herself from the constraints of the male-dominated 

society by committing suicide. Susan’s refusal to obey the assigned roles and rules stands as a rebellion 

against patriarchy, oppression, and female imprisonment. So, rather than be mentally trapped and 

annihilated, Susan decided to annihilate herself. Her ultimate death is not futile, since on her journey she 

rediscovers herself, and, in the end, enters death as an equal and independent woman. 

3.  Conclusion 
To summarise, To Room Nineteen is a story about a failed marriage. Yet, more importantly, it is a story 

of self-discovery, a story of how one woman, against all odds, achieves freedom, even if freedom means 

death. Her liberation stands for all women who are in search of their lost identity, and it stands for the 

extreme sacrifices women have (had) to endure in patriarchal societies worldwide. In To Room Nineteen, 

Lessing, like Virginia Woolf, takes the conventional image of women’s enclosures and transforms them 

into an image of empowerment. Moreover, the story is a case of insanity for women struggling for 

femininity within their families and society. But I have to go back to the beginning of the story, and this 

paper, and quote Doris Lessing one more time: “This is a story, I suppose, about a failure in intelligence: 

the Rawlings’ marriage was grounded in intelligence.” (Lessing, 2010: 576) Indeed, as I said before, the 

perfect summary of this story is also its perfect beginning and end - a failure in communication is a failure 

in intelligence, and that is what has cost Susan and Matthew their marriage and sanity. As Karen Horney 

says, “The more the emotions are checked, the more likely it is that emphasis will be placed upon 

intelligence.” (Horney, 1945: 30) And, as we are already aware, this is a story about a failure in 

intelligence.  
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Abstract  
This essay presents evidence that James Joyce was knowledgeable about — and appreciated — modernist 

classical music. It provides an exposition of his musical life in Zurich and Paris, from 1915 onwards, with 

connection to his acquaintances with the composers Phillipe Jarnach, Otto Luening, and Georges Antheil; 

the modern musicological theory he learned in both cities; the concerts he attended; and how this lengthy 

collective experience realized itself artistically during the writing of episode 11 of Ulysses (titled “Sirens”) 

and throughout Finnegans Wake. This research into 20th century classical music in the works of Joyce 

stems largely from my dissatisfaction with contemporary critical summaries of his personal taste in music. 

I have concerns in regard to the general critical consensus that Joyce was traditional, non-eclectic and 

disliked the contemporary musical avant-garde despite being an experimental modernist himself. I feel 

that the current evidence supporting his apparent aversion to modernist classical music is inconclusive. 

The writing of this essay was also instigated by the considerable shortage of biographical and critical 

information available on the subject. 

Keywords: Joyce, Modernism, Musicology, Schoenberg, Stravinsky 

1. Introduction 
The following essay discusses the Irish author James Joyce’s artistic relationship with modernist classical 

music, together with an exposition on the history of critical writings on the subject. The majority of critics 

conclude that Joyce disliked all modern experimental music, however, it is my contention that this is an 

inaccurate theory based upon several fallacies. An overarching problem is that well-known authoritative 
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sources, such as Richard Ellmann’s biography of Joyce, which promulgates that theory that Joyce solely 

held “traditional” musical tastes, tend to dominate academic conversation on the subject. Sources that 

offer rich contrary evidence to this, however, such as the biographical writings of Phillipe Jarnach, Otto 

Luening and Georges Antheil, are undervalued and underutilized. To rebuke the findings of the 

aforementioned critical tradition, I will make the argument that Joyce was an artistic admirer of modernist 

music. I relate, as my primary forms of evidence, that he understood difficult, experimental music theory 

and that he incorporated many references to modernist styles, composers and works into Ulysses and 

Finnegans Wake. The essay documents Joyce’s interactions with the musical communities of Zurich and 

Paris in the 1910s and 1920s, and how the idiosyncratic modernist aesthetics within both cities educated 

and influenced him. I begin with analyzing Joyce’s life in Zurich, where, owing to his familiarity with the 

city’s modernist musical community, he learned about Ferrucio Busoni’s groundbreaking musicological 

theories in A Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (1907). I follow this by studying how the “fugal” structure 

in episode 11 of Ulysses (“Sirens”) was, in part, informed by these new compositional methods. The next 

section concentrates on Joyce’s knowledge of “acoustical harmony theory”, which he likely understood 

in connection to the works of the Austrian composer Arnold Schoenberg. This is demonstrated through a 

genetic critical analysis of a section from chapter 1 of Finnegans Wake which gives exposition to the 

compositional method in depth, linking it to a detailed set of allusions to Schoenberg’s monodrama 

Erwartung (1909). The final section provides an overview of Joyce’s life in Paris with a focus on how 

two of its most radical modernist composers, Georges Antheil and Igor Stravinsky, impacted his literary 

works, with the former proposing that he write a modernist opera of the “Cyclops” episode of Ulysses, 

and how two of the latter’s ballets, Petrushka (1911) and the Rite of Spite (1913), appear in Finnegans 

Wake. I therefore conclude that critical declarations that Joyce disliked modernist classical music are 

essentially flawed analyses owing to their neglect to study lesser known biographical evidence, and their 

overlooking of textual references to modernist classical music in Finnegans Wake. It is my contention that 

had this information been better known, the theory that Joyce disliked all forms of this music would carry 

less weight in criticism.  

Joyce’s alleged disliking of modernist music is—generally speaking—considered “common knowledge” 

within criticism. Few, or close to no, articles mount a contrary argument.27 The French academician Louis 

 
27 Large scale, valuable musical studies of Joyce’s works including Timothy Martin’s Joyce and Wagner, Michelle 
Witen’s Joyce and Absolute Music, and Zack Bowen’s Musical Allusions in the Works of James Joyce, do not include 
extensive analysis of modernist music. Modernist works are of course absent from Ulysses since the novel is set in 
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Gillet, in his memoir Farewell to Joyce, stated that “Joyce could not stand modern music” (168) and in 

Richard Ellmann, in his biography of Joyce, essentially dismisses in one blunt sentence any likelihood 

that he appreciated the works of Schoenberg, Busoni and Stravinsky: “[Joyce] made a point of meeting 

[Othmar] Schoeck, the only modern composer besides Antheil for whom he had any taste. He 

congratulated Schoeck on composing for the singing voice, unlike Stravinsky, whose works, he said, ‘not 

even a canary could sing’” (669).28 In conjunction to this, Joyce music criticism often states that Joyce 

was a poor student of classical music training. Many critics, therefore, do not accept that he understood 

radical modernist music theory. For example, Susan Brown states in “The Mystery of the Fuga per 

Canonem Solved”: “Even though Joyce could sing well and play the piano, accepted wisdom has it that 

Joyce couldn’t read music or comprehend complex music theory” (Brown). She adds: “As Jurgen Grandt 

points out in his article “Might Be What You Like until You Hear the Words”: “Joyce had limitations that 

would preclude a comprehensive understanding of the abstract elements of the fugue.” (See Grandt). 

Shafer in Ezra Pound and Music, an excellent source for information about Paris’s contemporary classical 

music scene, writes that “A lot has been made of Joyce’s musicianship, so much in fact that it is sometimes 

supposed he was in reality a brilliant musician who strayed over into language. Actually, Joyce’s musical 

interests were elementary and got little beyond Puccini and John McCormack”  (Ezra Pound and Music, 

19).  

Therefore, critical theories for why Joyce disliked modernist music can be roughly classified into the 

following three categories: 

1. Joyce could only have enjoyed modernist music if he held high levels of skill in terms of 
personal musicianship. 

2. He could only have enjoyed modernist music if he understood cutting edge musicology. 
3. Joyce could only have enjoyed modernist music if he didn’t have a love for so-called ‘non-

experimental’ composers from earlier periods in history and/or popular songs. 

These are sweeping generalizations, however, but the critics listed approach these as valid suppositions. 

The first two “tenets” will be reviewed and rebutted in the next section of the text. The third hypothesis is 

simply lacking in believability since it argues rather snobbishly that fans of modernist music inherently 

 
1904. Another explanation for why modernist music appears less often in Joyce’s works is that he “left it out” because 
it did not fit his taste. 
28 Confusingly, earlier in the biography, Ellmann reports that Joyce once claimed to a friend of his in Zurich that he 
was, essentially, a Schoenberg fanatic (430). This incident contradicts his judgement on Joyce’s musical tastes later in 
the book. I will discuss why Joyce stated this to Jarnach in the Schoenberg section of this essay.  
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dislike all other eras and forms. It also implies that individuals who like popular songs, like Joyce did, are 

incapable in turn of enjoying experimental works because they lack the intelligence and imagination to do 

so. 

2. The Counter-Argument: Joyce’s Acquaintance and Knowledge of Modernist Music 
Joyce lived in Zurich, Switzerland, from June 1915 until October 1919, which is where he completed 

much of Ulysses, including episode 11, “Sirens”, with its lauded fugal structure. This was not Joyce’s first 

visit to the city, or indeed his last, however it was his most artistically productive stay in connection to 

music. Here, Joyce gleaned up to date knowledge on musicology from a number of close friends who 

were, or would later become, prominent composers. His acquaintance with Phillipe Jarnach, and Otto 

Luening, in Zurich drew him into the city’s musical society. The musicology he learned (about “partials”, 

bitonality and predictions about future “electronic” music) was known to those attending the city’s musical 

composition classes, led by the Italian composer, and pianist Ferrucio Busoni. Later, in Paris, in the 

1920’s, Joyce became close friends with the original “Bad Boy of Music” Georges Antheil, with whom 

he planned a musical collaboration. Since each of the three individuals — Jarnach, Luening, and Antheil 

— were were all directly involved in the artistic revolution, they were the perfect companions with whom 

Joyce could discuss modernist classical music. Luening and Antheil document in their respective 

autobiographies, The Odyssey of an American Composer (1980) and The Bad Boy of Music (1945), that 

Joyce had the ability to comprehend complex avant-garde music theory concepts, such as polytonality 

and atonality. The towering figure of Ferrucio Busoni in Zurich, inspired, directly reviewed and informed 

the works of two of Joyce’s companions — Luening and Jarnach — to an immeasurable aesthetic extent, 

in the fields of acoustical harmony theory, polytonality, proto-electronic music and microtonal writing. 

So, in his conversations with his friends, Joyce was effectively — through intermediaries — receiving 

musicological tutorage from Busoni himself, largely taken from expanded upon ideas from the 

groundbreaking work A Sketch of a New Aesthetic of Music (1907).  
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3. “Sirens” and its Modernist Fugal Structure: 
The “Sirens” episode of Ulysses was largely written in 1919, co-incidentally while he was living in Zurich 

and already closely linked with members of its vibrant musical community. It is logical that the city’s 

revolutionary musical climate in terms of new aesthetics and experimentation would have been influential 

to him when writing his own musical episode, just as it was to musicians not only in Zurich but throughout 

the whole of central Europe. The twin figures of Busoni, and Arnold Schoenberg (who was living in Berlin 

at the time) had already dominated the aesthetic landscape with their compositional textbooks, and 

personal teaching of noted modernist composers, including Jean Sibellius (Knyt 56), Phillipe Jarnach, 

Edgard Varèse, Louis Gruenberg, Anton Von Webern and Alban Berg. Their respective theories of “New 

Classicism” and “atonality”/“pantonality” (soon to become the “Twelve Tone Technique”) were intensely 

distributed throughout the city. Busoni also brought Schoenberg’s atonal music with him, wherever he 

went, and introduced it to his students, including the Kammensymphonie op. 9 (1914) (Knyt, 56-7) and 

Pierrot Lunaire (1912) (117). Joyce was therefore in a position to gather knowledge of all of their aesthetic 

ideas. The fugal form was revitalised, and became highly valued in Zurich in the early 20th century since 

composers were rediscovering its structures and contrapuntal techniques (162-163), using the Art of Fugue 

by J.S Bach and the works of G.F Handel, together with musicological handbooks by Giambattista Martini 

and Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg, to guide their research and focus their appreciation (163). To quote 

Witen: “Under the Banner of absolute music: the fugue was lauded as the highest combination of 

calculated structure and subjective content: ‘music for the eye’ as well as for the ear” (163), specifically 

in connection to the modernist understanding of absolute music. Busoni, in particular, made fugues central 

to his teaching, and in his professional repertoire when playing the piano. He also worked on completing 

Bach’s unfinished fugue Contrapunto XIV of Die Kunst der Fuge (Ibid.). He published his own edition of 

Das Wohltemperierte Klavier Book II, BWV 879-893 (The Well Tempered Clavier: the 48 Preludes and 

Fugues) in 1915 (Knyt, 11-12) and sought, primarily, in his classes to illustrate using Bach’s fugues the 

“close relationship between the subject and form” (12) and to teach counterpoint and variation in general 

(11).  

Joyce chose to structure “Sirens” using a fuga per canonem, a musical term which is translated most often 

in criticism as a “fugue according to a rule.” The term “fugue” — from the Latin “fuga” — means “flight 

of fancy” (Witen, 162), so technically the translation is a “flight of fancy according to a rule” which fits 

its purpose within Ulysses better and brings instant clarity as to why it is used. The first reason—being 

purely musical in essence—is that the fugue inherently represents the condition of flight and forgetting, 
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which Leopold Bloom thematically experiences throughout the episode (165). In “Sirens,” Bloom eats 

somberly in the dining room of the Ormond Hotel, at the nadir of his day, and arguably at the lowest point 

of his marriage. His wife, Molly, is contemporaneously engaging in a sexual affair, to his full knowledge, 

in his marital bed. However, due to his eavesdropping of the bar in the neighbouring room, through a 

cracked open door, he hears a range of music being sung by the barmaids, and an ensemble of male 

Dubliners. Bloom loses himself in the music, which figuratively, like the fugue, lets him take flight and 

temporarily forget his troubles. In an ironic twist, of course, he plays an unconscious musical “part” within 

the episode’s fugal structure.29 Joyce’s musicological knowledge of the fugue is debateable and most 

likely it was not of professional musician standard. However, he researched the topic using musicological 

reference books one, hypothesized by Susan Brown, being the “Fugue” entry in the 1906 edition of 

Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians (Brown). According to her research, Joyce compiled an 8 

point list of the constituent parts of the fuga per canonem, and wrote them down at the beginning of an 

early “Sirens” draft.30 It begins with “Soggetto”/subject, then “contrasoggetto”/countersubject, through to 

other musical terms connected to the sixteenth-century fugue, including “esposizione”/exposition, “stretto 

maestrale”/masterly stretto, “blocchi d’armonia”/blocks of harmony, and “pedale”/pedal. However, we 

can hypothesize that Joyce’s research of the fugue did not consist solely of notetaking from lay texts and 

encyclopedias, which Brown states was his general preference (Brown). Instead, his research would have 

involved — most likely — the meticulous compiling of information taken from conversations he had with 

Jarnach and Luening on the subject. This is because understanding the fuga per canonem requires esoteric 

knowledge and they could have instructed him about its finer musicological points 

4. Acoustical Harmony Theory and “Partials” in Finnegans Wake: 
It seems that due to Joyce’s prompting on the subject, Luening instructed Joyce on acoustical harmony 

theory. This is an area of musicology relating to “partials” or the natural harmonics of a note. Schoenberg, 

Busoni, and other musical figures including Helmoltz and Dayton Miller (Knyt, 213) taught and inspired 

Luening through books, or private consultation in the case of the Italian composer, which lead to his later 

acoustical experimentations in his 1950’s electronic compositions (213). Acoustical harmony theory can 

be thus summarised: Every musical note that is played resonates with a sequence of other 

notes/“partials”and the combination creates the complete “timbre“. The partials naturally arrange 

 
29 For detailed analyses of the respective “parts” within Joyce’s “Sirens” fugue, see Levin (1965) and Lees (1984). 
30 This copy is catalogued as II.ii.3 in the National Library of Ireland Joyce Manuscript Collection (Brown). 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 165 

themselves in a fixed sequence, and all 12 notes of the chromatic scale are registered at some point. 

Schoenberg in his Harmonielehre music textbook presents the partial sequence as the following: “c, g, c1 

e1, g1, bb1, c2, d2, e2, f2, g2, etc.” (Harmonielehre, 22). The fundamental, base tone, “c” is followed by the 

dominant “g”, and then another “c”, which is raised one octave. It is named “c1”. The raised octave is 

noted by the superscript “1”. The major third “partial”, e1, and the dominant “partial” g1, both raised an 

octave, follow. These are the first four “partials” out of a twelve-note sequence. Musicologists and 

composers used this knowledge in countless ways to construct new approaches to writing music, and in 

Zurich and central Europe the most radical and popular method was to use it to write music that had two 

or more simultaneous tonal centres or musical keys. This is known as polytonal music (Grove, 630) and 

Luening records that he and Joyce entered into complex music theory conversations on the subject: 

At that time I was just beginning to be interested in acoustic relationships, the relationship of a 
fundamental tone to its partials. This too interested Joyce a great deal, particularly when I pointed 
out that the third partial of the note C was G and the fifth partial was E and that I saw no reason 
why polytonal passages in which the music was played in C major, G major, and E major at the 
same time were not only logical but were rooted in natural relationships in the harmonic series 
(Luening, 197). 

Luening hypothesises that if he wrote a poly-tonal musical work in the three simultaneous keys, C major, 

G major and E major, the structure of the piece would be built on natural harmonic relationships. It is clear 

from Luening’s statement that Joyce fully understood the specialist music theory, and that it intrigued him 

a great deal. The following section from Book I chapter 1 of Finnegans Wake celebrates acoustic harmonic 

theory and shows Joyce’s confirmed, and continued, fascination with it in 1926, seven years after Luening 

introduced him to its concepts. 

We may see and hear nothing if we choose of the shortlegged bergins off Corkhill or the 
bergamoors of Arbourhill or the bergagambols of Summerhill or the bergincellies of Miseryhill or 
the countrybossed bergones of Constitutionhill though every crowd has its several tones and every 
trade has its clever mechanics and each harmonical has a point of its own, Olaf’s on the rise and 
Ivor’s on the lift and Sitric’s place’s between them (FW 12.25-32).31 

This typically difficult section is tough to understand unless the concepts of acoustic harmony theory are 

interpreted as being the subject of discussion, and even so, it is only truly lucid to read within the James 

 
31 All Finnegans Wake page numbers will be preceded by the letters “FW”, as per convention within Joyce criticism. 
The number following the full stop indicates the line number.  
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Joyce Archive drafts. Draft 1 is relatively clear in that it is, in a sense, a basic explication of what defines 

a harmonic series: 

We can see |1& hear1| nothing if we choose of the shortlegged bergins off Corkhill or the 
bergamoors of Arbourhill or the bergagambols of Summerhill or the bergincellies of Miseryhill or 
the countrybossed bergons of Constitutionhill |1though every crowd has its 7 |anotes tonesa| and 
every note has its 7 harmonials & each harmonial has a point of its own, Olaf on the right 
and Ivar on the left with Sitric's place between them.1| (I.1: 2nd draft, November 1926, I.1§1 draft 
level 1. MS British Library 47471 1-31  I.1§1.1). 

The key line is: “every crowd has its 7 notes tones and every note has its 7 harmonials & each harmonial 

has a point of its own.” This is a music theory dictionary definition of sorts, albeit it has refinements 

included to make it sound less dry, such as replacing the word “harmonic” with “harmonial.” The 

alterations made to this line in Joyce’s second draft, as follows, make the text less musicologically 

prescriptive and it loses its tight dictionary like quality. 

We may see and hear nothing if we choose of the shortlegged bergins off Corkhill or the 
bergamoors of Arbourhill or the bergagambols of Summerhill or the bergincellies of Miseryhill or 
the countrybossed bergones of Constitutionhill though every crowd has its several tones and 
every |2tone trade2| has its clever mechanics and each harmonical has a point of its own, Olaf's on 
the |2right rise2| and Ivor's on the lift and Sitric's place's between them (I.1 draft level 2, 2+, 2++). 

Here, it becomes “every crowd has its several tones and every |2tone trade2| has its clever mechanics and 

each harmonical has a point of its own.” It is much less precise, partly because it drops the two number 

7’s used in the previous versions.32 The basic theoretical content of the clause remains intact however and 

it is further poeticised. The musical term “trade” replaces “tone”, which obscures the sentence but serves 

to open up and loosen the music theory making it interpretable, rather than definite. Harmonic theory was 

increasingly experimental and there was spirited usage of it in contemporary composition, especially in 

the works of Schoenberg, so its obfuscation in this draft is in keeping with how composers chose to view 

it, that is, as an endlessly debateable musicological subject which facilitated rich inspiration for artistic 

experimentation.   

5. Arnold Schoenberg in Finnegans Wake: Erwartung and the Twelve-Tone Technique 
Ellmann writes that “To the young Otto Luening [Joyce] said that among composers only Palestrina and 

Schoenberg interested him” (Ellmann, 430). Luening reports in his autobiography, The Odyssey of an 

 
32 One of the number 7s has a vestigial presence in the word “several”, as in “several tones”, but the meaning is 
essentially, and deliberately, lost. 
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American Composer, however, that he held the veracity of Joyce’s claim with a degree of suspicion, and 

judged that he said this provocative statement solely to steer the conversation towards the topic of the 

Austrian composer. Luening doubted Joyce because he perceived that his knowledge was purely based on 

his conversations with Phillipe Jarnach, who was a fan of the composer. In short, Luening wondered 

whether or not he was speaking his own mind or his friend’s. Erwartung (1909), however, Schoenberg’s 

operatic monodrama is referenced in Finnegans Wake, in Book I Chapter 1, in an introductory passage to 

the “Prankquaen” section (FW 21.5-23.15). It features a highly distressed woman who is searching a dark 

forest for her lover and its narrative shares thematic similarities with the characters and setting of 

Finnegans Wake, which makes the following passage an especially long one to elucidate. Erwartung is 

located in an unnamed forest, whereas much of Finnegans Wake’s narrative is located in Dublin’s Phoenix 

Park and both are set at night. However, in the I.1 plotline, the harrowing drama of Erwartung isn’t 

represented and its dark character, with high German expressionist psychoanalytical turmoil, is 

transformed into joyful, mild slapstick.  

Cry not yet!  There’s many a smile to Nondum, with sytty maids per man, sir, and the park’s so 
dark by kindlelight.  But look what you have in your handself!  The movibles are crawling in 
motions, marching, all of them ago, in pitpat and zingzang for everybusy eerie whig’s a bit of a 
torytale to tell. […] Maye faye, she’s la gaye this snaky woman!  From that trippiery toe 
expectungpelick!  Veil, volantine, valentine! She’s the very besch Winnie blows Nay on good. Flou 
inn, flow ann. Hohore! So it’s sure it was her not we!  (FW 20.19-36)  

“Expectungpelick” linguistically amalgamates the German and English translations of the opera: 

Erwartung/Expectation, together. We can be certain that Joyce is referencing Erwartung since close, if 

not exact, allusions to the work’s narrative are made alongside the title. There are no records of Joyce 

having attended a performance of Erwartung in Paris, however, owing to his specific knowledge of its 

narrative and original stage design, it is likely that he did.33 The heroine’s character in Erwartung, that of 

a distraught lover, is changed completely however in Finnegans Wake, since she becomes a jaunty, dancer 

who is an avatar of the novel’s mother figure: “Anna Livia Plurabelle”.  

“The park’s so dark by kindlelight” presents us with the woodland setting of Schoenberg’s opera. The 

“snaky woman”, or “shaky woman”, is Schoenberg’s unnamed heroine, who, in performance, is the 

embodiment of nervous hysteria and is terrified by her every move. “Cry not yet!” spoken by Finnegans 

 
33 Erwartung, although written in 1909, was not performed until 1924 (MacDonald 9). It makes sense that Joyce 
included a reference to it in Book I chapter 1, since it was largely written in 1926. 
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Wake’s omniscient narrator, could be a message to Erwartung’s heroine.  The heroine is being told to 

control the tears apparent in her anguished expression. “Valentine” indicates that the heroine has a male 

lover, and “veil” or wedding “veil” suggests that this man is her fiancée. In Erwartung, Schoenberg’s 

heroine is desperately searching the forest because her lover is presumed dead.  

There is an accurate reference to the stage design in Erwartung in the same sentence as the allusion to the 

work’s title:  “From that trippiery toe expectungpelick!” In scene 2 of Erwartung, the heroine mistakes a 

tree trunk for a man’s body (Dace, 326).  The close proximity of Erwartung’s title increases the possibility 

that the above scene may be alluded to by Joyce in the phrase “trippiery toe”.  “Trippiery”, has two 

meanings, firstly, bearing in mind the passage’s Phoenix Park setting, it is most likely an allusion to 

“topiary” or tree/hedge sculptures. “Trippiery” in Finnegans Wake also means “trip”, the joke being that 

the heroine, stumbling around in the dark, “trips” over the “topiary”.  This is the Erwartung reference 

although Joyce has added a touch of slapstick humour to it.  The “trippiery”/“topiary” is the tree trunk. 

We can be sure that the reference relates to the heroine because her “toe” is mentioned. Furthermore, in 

Finnegans Wake Book I Chapter 6 — in relation to Schoenberg — the line “I shall have a word to say in 

a few yards about the acoustic and orchidectural management of the tonehall” (FW 165.8-9), introduces 

the composer’s famous “tone-rows” which structure twelve tone or (dodecaphonic) music. Joyce’s “12 

Tone Technique” education was evidentally taught to him by a musicologist with a solid knowledge of 

Schoenbergian principals, seemingly Jarnach in Zurich (Luening, 194) and Antheil in Paris (Herman, 

232). To further quote Luening: “Perhaps Joyce also discussed serial music with Antheil, in Paris. 

Schoenberg’s first sketches seem to come from around March of 1920 but of course, thinking about 

twelve-tone and serial music goes back to Hauer and his followers, and discussions were in the air in 

Joyce’s day in Zurich” (232).  

6. Joyce in Paris: Modernist Parisienne Classical Music and George Antheil 
James Joyce arrived in Paris in 1920, following a temporary stay in Trieste. Paris, where Joyce would now 

live until 1939, would prove to be a city alive with modernist classical music.34 Stravinsky, Erik Satie, the 

composers of Les Six, Debussy and George Antheil, were the key figures of the time, and all of them 

appear throughout Finnegans Wake. The choreography and costuming of Satie’s ballet Parade (1917), for 

example, is introduced in Book II Chapter 2 as the “futurist onehorse balletbattle” (FW 221.18) within its 

 
34 Joyce was, in part, introduced to the most cutting edge works by Ezra Pound—who wrote sprechstimme operas and 
musicological studies on modernist composers (See Ezra Pound and Music). 
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opening section set in the “Feenichts Playhouse” (FW 219.2). Parade’s cacophonous musique concrète, 

with its typewriters, tuned milk bottles, and gunshots, makes for shocking discordant listening, defined as 

“melodiotiosities in purefusion by the score” (FW 222.2-3), and its memorable dancing horse section, 

which was two ballet dancers within one costume, is alluded to also as the aforementioned “onehorse”. 

Joyce did not encounter Paris’s key modernist composers in Zurich due to the dominating, compositional 

influences of Busoni and Schoenberg. Both men were artistically marginalised in Paris, however, because 

their aesthetic styles were judged to be unfashionable, and hence the city had a dramatically different 

musical landscape. 

It was with George Antheil that Joyce established the strongest and most personal musical relationship. 

Joyce made social contact with him through Sylvia Beach, since he rented the apartment above Beach’s 

Shakespeare and Co. bookshop. (Joyce met Darius Milhaud, and Erik Satie through her musical 

connections as well). George Antheil, an American avant-garde composer and enfant terrible owing to 

his propensity to carry a loaded revolver with him at concerts. He moved to Berlin in 1923, where he met 

Igor Stravinsky, who, upon becoming very interested in his music, suggested that he should come to live 

in Paris, since it was the central hub of musical creativity at that time (Antheil, 30).35 The first meeting 

between Joyce and Antheil was instigated by the former because he wanted to view Antheil’s collection 

of musical manuscripts. They subsequently perused the manuscripts together that afternoon, over tea and 

biscuits (151). Joyce’s interest in Antheil’s musical manuscripts was in part due to curiosity on a 

musicological level, rather than for sole antiquarian motivations. 

Joyce was a huge fan of Antheil’s score for Fernand Léger’s film Ballet Mécanique (1924), and he was 

keen to collaborate with the American composer on a proposed futurist musical work (Antheil 138). The 

composition would be titled Mr Bloom and the Cyclops (Martin, 91), but this musical adaptation of Ulysses 

was never completed, which disappointed Joyce greatly (Ellmann, 558). Only three bars of Antheil’s 

music for Mr Bloom and the Cyclops are extant today, but the score is fascinating, demonstrating 

extraordinary imagination in regards to instrumentation and rhythm.36 Antheil’s composition uses the text 

from Joyce’s “Cyclops” chapter as a libretto.  The only completed vocal part sings the opening sentence 

from Joyce’s chapter, in a highly syncopated A minor melody. Mr Bloom and the Cyclop’s futurist 

 
35 Once in Paris, Stravinsky quickly dropped him from his company since he felt that his friendship was being abused 
(Antheil 107). 
36 See Martin, 95 for the first two bars of Mr. Bloom and the Cyclops 



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 170 

instrumental arrangement is as follows: voice and chorus from electric amplifiers, 16 mechanical pianos, 

8 xylophones, and amplified Gramophone, 4 bass drums, 4 electric buzzers, 4 pieces of steel tuned to 

musical pitches and 2 electric motors (Martin, 104). Antheil’s actual music is written to be as intentionally 

discordant as possible. For instance, in the initial beat of Mr Bloom and the Cyclops, every single note in 

the chromatic scale is played at once by the instruments, as a “cluster” (Grove, 172). This discordant chord 

may be emulated on the piano if one uses a forearm to strike 12 consecutive notes together. Joyce and 

Antheil were also in the midst of negotiations regarding the composition of an opera based on Byron’s 

Cain. Joyce wanted the work written in the “pure tenor tradition” which precluded, to Antheil, the musical 

involvement of all tenors except John Sullivan. Antheil disliked not being able to dictate his own choice 

of tenor, which Joyce rightly accepted as a deep compositional and professional concern (Ellmann 682). 

7. Finnegans Wake and Stravinsky’s Ballets: The Rite of Spring, and Petrushka  
Once in Paris, Joyce could not help but notice Stravinsky’s music everywhere. Antheil stated, as his own 

definition: “This is the city of Stravinsky‘s music!” (Antheil, 99). Research has determined that Joyce was 

well acquainted with Stravinsky’s ballets, particulary The Rite of Spring, Petrushka, and Reyard. (Igor 

Stravinsky appears, himself, as “Ivan Slavansky” FW 355.11)). In fact, Joyce’s descriptive references in 

Finnegans Wake to specific Ballet Russe ballet stage designs are so accurate it is difficult to dispute that 

he did not attend the performances. This is an interesting development since few music critical texts have 

detailed in full the possibility that Joyce appreciated the dance art form in this, or any, incarnation. Joyce 

would have become, most likely, knowledgeable about Stravinsky’s ballets because his daughter Lucia 

and her ballet troupe danced to works of his (Schoss 134-5). This is not surprising since Stravinsky’s hit 

ballets with Serge Diaghilev’s Ballet Russe company: The Firebird (1909), Petrushka (1911), The Rite of 

Spring (1913), Reynard (1922), The Wedding (1923), amongst others, were easily the most popular and 

influential modern compositions in Paris. He was, in short, revered as the city’s foremost musical talent.  

The Rite of Spring or Le Sacre du Printemps (1913) is the most alluded to of his ballets in Finnegans 

Wake.  The work was an instant 20th century classic with its cocktail of bi-tonal dissonance, power house 

primal rhythms and folk melodies performed by instruments at the top of their register. It was a scandalous 

hit, helped in no small part by the artistic riot which occurred at its premiere at the Theatre des Champs-

Elysees. The piece was very well known in Paris, in the 1920s and 30s, being performed regularly as well 
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as being available on phonograph (Picking Up Airs, 153). The majority of references to Le Sacre37 in 

Finnegans Wake allude to images of sacrifice, dance and water, coupled with Wakean themes of circles 

and roundness. What is most intriguing is Joyce’s accurate, and specific knowledge of the original 

production of Le Sacre. Additionally, in Book II chapter 2, Issy refers to “A blue-dye sacrifice” (FW 305 

fn.1) in one of her footnotes. In Act II of Le Sacre de Printemps (the “sacrifice”) the stage is bathed in 

blue light, with the mountainside backdrop darkened. In Act II, there is also a large concentric circle design 

on the floor which becomes noticeable for the first time. As stated earlier, this, accompanied with the 

circular dance choreography fits in well with the Wakean themes of cycles and returning.38 One of the 

most extensive references is in III.3, where the majority of words are encrypted with music, dance and 

ballet terminology:  

— Dawncing the kniejinksky choreopiscopally like the easter sun round the colander, the vice! 
Taranta boon today! You should pree him prance the polcat, you whould sniff him wops around, 
you should hear his piedigrotts schraying as his skimpies skirp a . . .  
— Crashedafar Corumbas! A Czardanser indeed! Dervilish glad too. Ortovito semi ricordo.  The 
pantaglionic affection through his blood like a bad influenza in a leap at bounding point? (FW 
513-11-19).   

“Dawncing” alludes to the dawn setting of Act I, where the stage is flooded with morning light, where the 

savages dance in circles.  The “easter sun” is a clear reference to “Spring”, and the sentence “Taranta boon 

today!” arguably sounds like an onomatopoeic representation of the harsh 2/4 rhythms that open Act I’s 

Danse des Adolescentes (Stravinsky, 11). “Kniejinksky” is a playful pun on Vaslav Nijinsky — Le Sacre’s 

lead ballet star and choreographer from the Ballet Russe, the “Czardanser” who “prances” and “sniffs” on 

his “pieds”, in the role of the fox Reynard in Stravinsky’s 1916 ballet. If we place an emphasis on “danser” 

we can also state that Nijinsky is in the employment of a “Czar”: the Russian musical emperor, or 

Stravinsky himself. “Piedigrotts” alludes to petticoats, which are not ballet clothing, but they does 

resemble tutus. It also references Nijinsky’s feet. “Piedigrotts” is a joke in French: “pied” meaning foot is 

couple with “grotts” approximating with “grotesque”. Therefore, Joyce implies Nijinsky had disgustingly 

putrid feet sweating away inside his ballet shoes. “Dervilish” refers to Nijinsky’s skill at spinning at great 

speed in one spot, which is yet another reference to circular “revolution” in Finnegans Wake. 

 
37 I will refer to it by its French title, since this is how Joyce chooses to refer it in Finnegans Wake. 
38 In Act II, a single female dancer, in a white dress, white face-paint and a squaw like headband is separated from her 
group and made to stand in the centre of the concentric circle design, while for the majority of the piece, dozens of 
dancers surround her from all sides linked in ring formations. 
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“Pentaglionic” is a musical allusion to the “Pentatonic” scale: a five-note scale which exists in major and 

minor forms. We can hear Nijinsky literally “pant” alongside the “pentatonic”/“pantaglionic” melodies he 

has to follow. “Leap at bounding point” is a triple-layered example of wordplay involving balletic/dancing 

terminology. Nijinksy “leaps” and “bounds” up into the air and forms a single “point”, which is the 

“bounding” or exploding “boiling point”. The words “point” may well allude to ballet’s “pointe” 

terminology, which describes the extremity of the toe (Wilson, 217-8). 

Finnegans Wake additionally references the infamous Rite of Spring riot — an iconic moment in the 

history of modernism — which took place at its 1913 premiere. It is is alluded to in Book III Chapter 3, 

when the Four Old Men (collectively known as “Mamalujo”) are in the process of interrogating the Yawn, 

within a mock courtroom setting. (Nijinsky’s controversial choreography was blamed alongside 

Stravinsky’s discordant melodies for the public outcry).  

Were you or were you not? Ask yourself the answer, I’m not giving you a short question. Now, not 
to mix up, cast your eyes around Capel Court. I want you, witness of this epic struggle, as yours so 
mine to reconstruct for us, as briefly as you can, in exactly the same as a mind’s eye view, how 
these funeral games, which have been poring over us through homer’s kerryer pidgeons, 
massacreedoed as the holiname rally round took place (FW 515.19-25). 

It appears that Yawn was present at the riot, and Mamalujo want him to describe what he saw. He is the 

“witness” of this epic struggle” and he is asked to “reconstruct” the “funeral games” using his “mind’s 

eye view”. The question draws an ironic parallel between the violent dancing on stage and the subsequent 

riot. Indeed, the combatants can be said to be in a “massacreedoe”, or a waltz-like “doesy-doe”, with each 

other as they fight in coordination. The word “sacre”, for Sacre de Printemps, is also encrypted inside. 

“Holiname rally round” alludes to Nijinsky’s pagan ring formation ballet sequences, coupled with the 

pagan themes of the work. “The funeral games” represent Le Sacre itself since the energetic activities 

which surround and accompany the death of the white maiden at the ballet’s conclusion can be described 

as entertainment (or as a “game”) for the tribesmen and women involved. 

Petrushka (1911) is the second most alluded to ballet in Finnegans Wake. The story, in its briefest form, 

concerns the life of a puppet called Petruskha, who is enslaved by his wizard master. Petrushka has human 

feelings and is in love with a ballerina puppet, as well as being jealous of a Moor puppet, her lover. 

Petrushka leads a miserable existence, and he is eventually axed to death by the Moor. Stravinsky’s 

bitonal, highly dissonant score suitably accompanies the horrendous action. “Petrushka”, the puppet, is 

alluded to in Finnegans Wake three times. “Rootha prootha” (FW 521.3) is a half-rhyme reference, as is 
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“Paud the roosky” (FW 335.24), which plays upon the slang term “Roosky” for Russian. The main 

Petrushka reference of significance is in Book II Chapter 3, cryptically located within a very long 

paragraph:  

[…] like the forty pins in her hood, was to fader huncher a howdydowdy, to mountainy mots in her 
amnest plein language, from his fain a wan, his hot and tot lass, to pierce his ropeloop ear, how, 
Podushka be prayhasd, now the sowns of his loins were awinking and waking and his dorter of the 
hush lillabilla lullaby (lead us not into reformication with the poors in your thingdom of gory […] 
(FW 333.25-31) 

“Huncher a howdydowdy” conjures the image of the “hunched” down, or inanimate, Petrushka character 

in Stravinksy’s ballet. “Howdydowdy” or “howdy doody” is an American term for a marionette or puppet. 

Initially, it seems, nobody is pulling Petrushka’s strings. “Pierce his ropeloop ear” indicates that the puppet 

has a string/“rope” attached to his ear, a strange fact, but in keeping with the Finnegans Wake “Perce 

oreille”/“Pearce O’Reilly”/“pierced ear” motif. “Podushka be praysed” is a clear reference to the ballet 

character, and is presumably a dedication to the goodness of his character. Petrushka is murdered at the 

ballet’s conclusion and thus requires “prayer” and some form of eulogy, which is “be praysed”/“be 

praised”. “Sowns of his loins” is a play on “sons of his loins”—a parental allusion. Petrushka does not 

have any sons, in the ballet, which implies that the identity of the puppet in Finnegans Wake is the novel’s 

protagonist HCE. His “dorter” is therefore Issy and “lillabilla lullaby” is a rhythmic representation of his 

wife’s full name: “Anna Livia Plurabelle”. “Sowns of his loins” also refers to Petrushka/HCE’s puppet 

stitching. His “loins” or legs have been “sown”/“sewn” together. “Loins” may also refer to “loincloth”, 

that is his costume. “Lullaby” is not a musical reference to Stravinsky’s ballet since there are no such 

melodies extant, despite much of the work being set at night. In fact, Petrushka is heavily discordant in 

places, quite the opposite of the “lullaby” musical form. “Lillabilla lullaby” is identified with Anna Livia 

Plurabelle musically, and well as rhythmically, since the “lullaby” is the song style of the mother.    

8. Conclusion 
Since Joyce references “difficult” 20th century compositions in Finnegans Wake, we can argue that 

Joyce’s musical tastes are more akin to those of a classical musician, and not an average music fan. 

Modernist classical music is often described as being artistically  challenging to appreciate due to its 

radical stylistic departures from conventional melody and rhythm, so Joyce’s appreciation of such works, 

including those by Schoenberg, Stravinsky, and Antheil, can place him in critical agreement with the 

viewpoints of radical contemporary musicians. Joyce’s academic, rather than purely recreational 
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appreciation of 20th century classical music, was cultivated by his relationships with Zurichian and 

Parisienne modernist composers, and the cutting edge knowledge he learned there led to the creation of 

much significant artistic experimentation within Ulysses and musicological speculations within Finnegans 

Wake. Further comprehensive research, therefore, of 20th century classical music references and influence 

within both novels would be a valuable addition to modern Joyce studies. Increased knowledge about the 

topic would reveal substantially more about the aesthetic relationship between Joyce and the experimental 

artistic movement and elucidate the thematic and narratological importance of modernist ballet in 

Finnegans Wake, and not only in works by Stravinsky.  
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Abstract  
The objective of this paper is to foreground the ontological elements and to explore the clash between the 

medieval and the contemporary worldviews in the narrative of the series Game of Thrones (based on G. 

R. R. Martin’s novel A Song of Ice and Fire). The narrative in Game of Thrones efficiently merges the 

medieval and the contemporary world, rendering the borders between them almost invisible on the level 

of the story, even if they are incompatible on the level of the cultures and values they represent. This paper 

is based on research of how certain contemporary traits, such as Jon Snow’s unification of traditional 

enemies, and Arya Stark’s attitude to identity and gender roles, manage to blend in into an apparently 

medieval setting and system of values, in which they could otherwise be expected to appear completely 

incongruous. Such examination will bring together aspects from film, literary theory, history and ethics.  

Keywords: Game of Thrones, clash of worlds, Jon Snow, Arya Stark, postmodernism  

1. Introduction and objectives  
The television series Game of Thrones, based on George R. R. Martin’s novel A Song of Ice and Fire, is 

often referred to as fantasy due to the use of tropes typically found in the genre of fantasy (magic, 

wondrous creatures, supernatural events, among others). A Song of Ice and Fire has furthermore been 

analyzed in regards to the closeness of the events it represents to the history of the Middle Ages (Pavlac 

2017, Liedl 2017, Alesi 2017, Polak 2017, Hackney 2015). The points made in the mentioned research of 

the novel are also valid for the television series based on the novel.  

This paper, however, aims to destabilize such genre categorization, and explores the relation of the 

narrative in the series to postmodernism rather than to fantasy, as well as how it surpasses postmodernism 

in various aspects. The foregrounding of the ontological dominant and the concept of the clash of worlds 
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discussed by Brian McHale (1987) is the starting point. The focus is on the clash of the medieval and the 

contemporary world in the series Game of Thrones. Unlike postmodernist fiction, which aims to highlight 

the borders between the different worlds, the narrative in Game of Thrones efficiently merges the medieval 

and the contemporary world, rendering the borders between them almost invisible on the level of the 

narrative, even if they are incompatible on the level of the cultures and values they represent. Jon Snow’s 

unification of traditional enemies, Arya’s fluidity in regards to identity and to gender roles, Tyrion’s 

humor and irony, Sandor Clegane’s atheism, and Bronn’s cynicism, among others, are some of the traits 

of the contemporary world existing within the medieval setting. I explore two such traits – Jon Snow’s 

unification of traditional enemies and Arya’s fluidity in regards to gender roles and identity in general – 

and I argue that they manage to blend in into an apparently medieval setting and system of values, in 

which they could otherwise be expected to appear completely incongruous. This interdisciplinary 

examination will bring together aspects from film, literary theory, history and ethics.  

In terms of the methodological approach, the following part will present some general characteristics of 

fantasy fiction and medieval narratives, as well as similarities with historical events from the Middle Ages, 

on the basis of previous research in the area in order to establish how Game of Thrones differs from them. 

Previous research of postmodernist fiction will establish how the ontological dominant typical for 

postmodernism is relevant to constructing clashing worlds.  

The central part of the paper will discuss separately how the characters of Jon Snow and Arya Stark deviate 

from the medieval system of values. In order to examine this effectively, in each of the subheadings 

focusing on each of the two characters, certain specific medieval views and customs will be examined, 

and then the actions and traits of the corresponding character will be interpreted in light of these views 

and customs. The similarities between the ways the contemporary world clashes with the medieval world 

in both cases through a comparative approach, as well as the question why the two worlds don’t seem 

incongruous within the medieval setting, will also be discussed at the end of the central part.  

2. Previous research: Similarities with history, genre conventions and postmodernist 
approach  

George R. R. Martin has discussed the fact that he drew inspiration from British history, especially the 

period of the War of the Roses. Numerous critics have explored the links between events in his novel and 

historical events from the mentioned period. Kavita Mudan Finn in her article “High and Mighty Queens 

of Westeros” (2017), and Danielle Alesi in her article “The Power of Sansa Stark: A Representation of 
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Female Agency in Late Medieval England” (2017), for example, discuss female characters, with focus on 

queens, underlining parallels with history. According to Alesi, “Sansa’s life is remarkably similar to that 

of Elizabeth of York”, who was “the first queen to reign after the Wars of the Roses, the dynastic struggle 

for the English throne that inspired A Game of Thrones” (161).  

In his article “A Machiavellian Discourse on Game of Thrones” (2017), Jacopo della Quercia also 

examines similarities between the lives of some of the characters in Martin’s novel and certain historical 

persons. “Like The Prince, George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire borrows heavily from the lives 

and deeds of numerous historical figures, some of whom were Machiavelli’s contemporaries and even 

mentioned in his writings” (34). Not only the characters, but also the events described in the novel, and 

consequently in the television series, resemble certain historical events, such as the impressive “Red 

Wedding” in Game of Thrones. “The Starks expected hospitality from the Freys but were butchered 

instead. It is well known that George R. R. Martin based this event on two incidents from Scottish history: 

the ‘Black Dinner and the ‘Glencoe Massacre’” (Della Quercia 40).  

One of the central notions in Game of Thrones that is easily recognizable from medieval history is chivalry, 

which, as Steven Muhlberger writes in “Chivalry in Westeros” (2017), is “key to understanding the culture 

of Westeros as well as that of the later Middle Ages in Western Europe (roughly the fourteenth and 

fifteenth centuries). In both places, chivalry is both a noble ideal to be lived up to and a set of practices 

central to aristocratic life and the culture as a whole” (47).  

Apart from the characters and events that bear similarities with historical figures and events, Game of 

Thrones also bears similarities with works from the fantasy genre, which has led many critics to consider 

the novel as belonging to this genre. For example, The Cambridge Companion of Fantasy Literature 

(2012), edited by Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn, lists the individual novels which comprise A 

Song of Ice and Fire in the part “Chronology” that includes works in the genre of fantasy.  

Certainly, Game of Thrones does contain numerous fantasy tropes. These tropes include magic, fairytale 

creatures, monsters, supernatural elements, imaginary lands, adventures, heroic quests. Brian Attebery’s 

Strategies of Fantasy (1992) proposes that texts that share a cluster of such (and other) common tropes 

can be considered works of fantasy. Finn states that the “cultural standards in A Song of Ice and Fire and 

Game of Thrones hew closely to traditional fantasy tropes, themselves a product of J. R. R. Tolkien’s 

training as a medieval literature scholar” (19), although she also points out some differences. In “Tolkien, 

Lewis and the explosion of genre fantasy” (2012), Edward James also makes a point about Tolkien’s 
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influence on subsequent works of fantasy: “Tolkien’s greatest achievement, however, in retrospect, was 

in normalizing the idea of a secondary world. Although he retains the hint that the action of LOTR39 takes 

place in the prehistory of our own world, that is not sustained, and to all intents and purposes Middle-earth 

is a separate creation, operating totally outside the world of our experience” (65). According to James, 

this has become standard in modern fantasy. This is certainly true for the world created on the continents 

of Westeros and Esos in Game of Thrones.  

A genre relevant for Game of Thrones and related to fantasy is the medieval or chivalric romance – 

fantastic narrative that includes adventures filled with marvel, in which a hero (in the medieval romances 

usually a knight) goes on a quest either to search for something important or to right a certain previously 

done wrong. These conventions have then continued to exist in romances in following centuries, as well 

as in the fantasy genre.  

Although Game of Thrones includes certain recognizable tropes and the setting of fantasy and medieval 

romance, still the logic of events and the values presented are subverted by the end of the first season of 

the series (which corresponds to the end of the first book from the book series A Song of Ice and Fire). As 

David J. Peterson explains in “The Language of Ice and Fire” (2015), the conventions have created 

expectations among readers that the hero Eddard Stark “will survive and ultimately exact vengeance” (17). 

However, Game of Thrones undermines those expectations, and “the reader learns that traditional 

expectations will not be borne out in A Song of Ice and Fire” (Peterson 17). This is only one example out 

of many in which Game of Thrones departs from the conventions of the fantasy and medieval romance 

genres.  

It terms of creating a world similar to the one of the Middle Ages, Game of Thrones manages to achieve 

this by constructing a setting which contains a lot of medieval characteristics, such as castles, feudal lords, 

feudal relations, knights, but also deliberately abandons the system of values and beliefs existing in that 

world, which is what the central part of this article focuses on. McHale’s elaboration of clash of worlds 

within postmodernist novels may well explain the departure from the Middle Ages in Game of Thrones in 

terms of ethics and views on life.  

In Postmodernist Fiction (1987), McHale uses the term dominant as a helpful notion in differentiating 

between various literary movements: for example, if a novel is characterized predominantly by a 

 
39 LOTR – Lord of the Rings, as written in James’s article.  
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recognizable postmodernist trait, it may be situated in the category of postmodernism, even if it also has 

traits of Realism or Romanticism or any other literary movement. In that sense, literary works do not 

strictly belong to a certain category, but may have a dominant feature encountered in other works from 

the same period. Thus, according to McHale, modernist works have the epistemological dominant, 

whereas postmodernist ones have the ontological dominant, that is, they “typically involve some violation 

of the ontological boundaries” (16) or, in other words, involve some kind of a conflict between different 

worlds. McHale illustrates his points with examples of novels by Carlos Fuentes, Thomas Pynchon, Robert 

Coover, among others. In terms of the “strategies for constructing/deconstructing space” in building zones 

(in McHale’s terminology), postmodernist fiction employs various strategies, among which: 

“juxtaposition, interpolation, superimposition, and misattribution” (McHale 45). 

Game of Thrones does not belong to this group of novels that deliberately foreground the plurality of 

worlds, yet it does exploit the ontological dominant through representing coexistence of and conflict 

between various worlds. In constructing a zone, Game of Thrones draws upon a strategy which is 

somewhat different from the four ones mentioned by McHale.  

3. Contemporary traits in a medieval setting and the system of values 

3.1. The wrong side of the wall: Jon Snow and the importance of circumstances  
The setting of Game of Thrones is largely medieval: it is a world filled with lords, castles, knights, 

vassals, sword fights, tournaments. This, for example, is a description of knights in the Middle Ages: “In 

the Middle Ages, knights were highly trained warriors in armor, mounted on large, powerful war horses, 

who fought alongside other knights in battle. Knights [...] fought with swords, lances, maces, and battle‐

axes” (Muhlberger 47). Knights were required to be loyal to their liege-lords, they were expected to have 

prowess and to belong to the class of nobility. These historical descriptions of knights closely correspond 

to the knights presented in Game of Thrones, such as Jaime Lannister, Renley Bartheon, Loras Tyrell, 

Barristan Selmy, or Brynden Tully.  

Muhlberger describes three types of medieval knights – vassal knights, noble knights and courteous 

knights. Explaining that chivalry became identified with nobility, he states that vassals “themselves could 

be powerful enough to be feudal lords with their own vassals. Thus a complicated ‘feudal network’ of 

sworn loyalties connected knightly lords and vassals to one another” (Muhlberger 48). In this, the system 

of bannermen in Game of Thrones, sworn to the service of the highest lord in an area can easily be 
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recognized. To give just a couple of the many examples in the series, it is mentioned at different occasions 

throughout the episodes that the Freys, the Brackens or the Mallisters are bannermen of house Tully, or 

that the Royces and the Waynwoods are bannermen of house Arryn.  

The medieval ethical system is also generally reflected in Game of Thrones. Jean Porter, Professor of 

Theology and Ethics, discusses virtue ethics in the Middle Ages, emphasizing that what dominated in this 

period was “the idea of a distinctively human form of excellence which is proper to the human being as 

such, without reference to particular circumstances or roles” (Porter 71). This means that regardless of 

whether they are peasants or nobility, people are required to exhibit the same virtues. In the same context, 

Porter also adds that “Seneca’s account of the rational character of the virtues, and his insistence that the 

ideals of virtue are the same for all persons, were to have considerable influence on later Christian 

thinkers” (Porter 74). The cardinal virtues include: faith, prudence, justice, fortitude, honesty, temperance, 

and the idea of the importance of such virtues can also be seen in many medieval works or literary works 

that refer to the medieval period, such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight or Edmund Spenser’s The 

Faerie Queen. These same virtues are also highly regarded in Game of Thrones along with the identical 

idea that virtues are the same for all persons without consideration of particular circumstances. Even if 

the characters don’t always live by them, they all emphasize them as virtues: thus, for example, even the 

greatest of Ned Stark’s enemies, such as Cersei Lannister or Petyr Baelish, admire Ned Stark’s prudence, 

sense of justice, fortitude and honesty.  

There are, however, several elements in Game of Thrones that are completely incongruous with this 

typical medieval setting and ethical system. One of them is the idea that what is regarded as a virtue 

depends on circumstances, and that in evaluating people’s worth, circumstances of their life must be taken 

into consideration – an idea represented by Jon Snow, who thereby repudiates the typical medieval ethical 

system. Such views have further implications on Jon’s ethical system, as they make him recognize that 

the traditional division between allies and enemies in Westeros cannot hold. This, along with the fear of 

the White Walkers, leads Jon to attempt to unify the traditional enemies, that is, to bring together the 

people north of the Wall and the people south of the Wall, who had been killing each other for centuries. 

The people north of the Wall are derogatorily referred to as wildlings by their enemies although they call 

themselves the Free Folk.  

Jon Snow introduces circumstances as an essential criterion for considering anyone’s behavior. His 

statement that the wildlings “were born on the wrong side of the Wall; that doesn’t make them monsters” 
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(Thrones S5E1) makes his position about the significance of circumstances very clear. This idea – that the 

wildlings should not be considered enemies since the reason they fought the members of the Night’s Watch 

was in order to survive and defend themselves – is incongruous with the medieval ideas that people should 

be judged “without reference to particular circumstances or roles” since “the ideals of virtue are the same 

for all persons”. In fact, his acceptance of the Free Folk is closer to the twentieth and twenty-first century 

theories of otherness and deconstructing otherness than they are to medieval perceptions.  

In his article “A Defense against the ‘Other’: Constructing Sites on the Edge of Civilization and 

Savagery” (2017), Brian de Ruiter notes that “Sociologists use this term [‘other’] to describe how societies 

(and individuals) represent their own self‐identity as normal and correct, but that of other social groups 

(and persons) as abnormal and deviant. This distinction often leads to discriminations and hostility” (86). 

Referring to Hadrian’s Wall, which inspired the Wall in Game of Thrones, De Ruiter points out that 

“Roman and medieval literature demonstrate that writers viewed the tribes to the north of Hadrian’s Wall 

in terms of ‘the other’”, and that similarly, “the people of the Seven Kingdoms hold a corresponding image 

of the wildlings. In both cases, a wall defends against otherness” (86). Indeed, the people of the Seven 

Kingdoms, including even those like Benjen Stark or Eddard Stark who are represented in a positive light 

by the Point-of-View characters, consider their own self-identity as normal and see the “wildlings” in 

terms of otherness, as savages who should be killed – which is very close to the traditional medieval views. 

Jon Snow’s ethical system, on the other hand, is different, and is completely at odds with that of the other 

people of the Seven Kingdoms. He rejects the idea of unalterable and absolute obedience to a certain moral 

norm valid for all people regardless of circumstances. Even the terminology itself is an indication of this: 

namely, in the beginning Jon calls them “wildlings” but in time starts using the word “Free Folk”, in 

accordance with his altered views. He observes these people north of the Wall and comes to understand 

that they do not represent evil, they are not ‘deviant’ or ‘abnormal’; that they are not “the other”, since in 

essence there is no difference between the Free Folk and the people of the Seven Kingdoms, except for 

the circumstances – the fact that they had been born north of the Wall and accustomed their lifestyle to 

that fact. This is why Jon Snow’s position is completely out of place and is incongruent with the common 

views of his own medieval environment.  

3.2. A girl has no name: Arya Stark and the identity of fluidity  
“‘Courtesy is a lady’s armor,’ advises Septa Mordane, governess to Lady Sansa Stark [...] Sansa is the 

perfect aristocratic girl, versed in courtesies, songs, and good behavior, unlike her tomboyish younger 
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sister Arya” (Finn 19). The contrast between Arya and other female characters, who are more typical 

representatives of the medieval idea of femininity, is stressed throughout Game of Thrones, as this contrast 

between Arya and Sansa – presented by Finn – shows. In fact, most women characters in the series 

(regardless of whether they are as young as Arya or older) follow the rules of courtesy and good behavior 

that an aristocratic woman is supposed to follow: Catelyn Stark, Margaery Tyrell, Myrcella Baratheon, 

Olenna Tyrell. Even Cersei, whose secret undertakings are contrary to all that is considered to be virtuous, 

in public displays the characteristics expected of women. And even Brienne of Tarth, who has become a 

knight contrary to what is expected of women, is in fact an epitome of courtesy, honor and good behavior 

– characteristics highly revered in the medieval ethical codes.  

As Nicole M. Mares writes in “Writing the Rules of Their Own Game: Medieval Female Agency and 

Game of Thrones” (2017), in medieval times “women were key assets in the struggle for power and the 

creation of political networks” (148). Noblewomen, Mares explains, “were used to form alliances through 

marital networks. Cersei, Margaery, and Dany are all married (at some point) to men they do not love but 

who will further the political interests of their families. They are essentially bartered by their families for 

access to the political sphere and a chance at the Iron Throne” (148).  

In such a context, Arya’s lack of courtesy or good behavior, as well as her refusal to get married, 

appears completely incongruous with the medieval expectations and ideas of appropriate woman’s 

behavior. Arya often exhibits characteristics that were more typically pursued by men in the given setting, 

which gives her identity great fluidity as she transforms from one role to another throughout the series. 

This does not only include fluidity in terms of gender roles, but of her identity in general, as she never 

firmly settles for one stable role.  

Arya’s ignoring of the rules of courtesy is visible on numerous occasions. On the King’s Road she 

plays at swords with Mycah – something generally unacceptable in her society as he is the son of a butcher, 

and then gets into a fight with the much higher ranking prince Joffrey. In King’s Landing, she involves 

her family into several incidents by behaving wildly and improperly, as Septa Mordane notes. In the 

second season, when she tries to trick Jaqen H’ghar into killing more than the three promised names, he 

accuses her of having no honor, to which she shrugs, refusing to be dissuaded from her decision.  

Arya’s relation to gender is much more complex than that of any other character. From the very first 

scene in the series where Arya appears, she is presented as a girl who outrivals the boys in things that were 

reserved for boys in the Seven Kingdoms – she is excellent at riding horses or shooting arrows. She shoots 
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an arrow right in the center of the target better than her brother, during the time of the day reserved for 

her to train knitting with her sister. At the same time, she is not proficient at all in activities that were 

reserved for girls – she is constantly criticized by Septa Mordane for being bad at knitting and other 

household activities. Arya also denies traditional gender roles in regards to arranged marriages, which 

were very common among noble families in the Middle Ages. When she tells her father Ned Stark that 

she wants to be a knight when she grows up, he tells her that, instead, she will marry a great lord and be a 

great lady. “No, that’s not me,” Arya replies, refusing to play the predetermined part of women in the 

Middle Ages and preferring what was commonly the path of men.  

Nevertheless, her identity is not inclined towards the male, but is much more fluid than it seems, and 

this is where her contemporary views and behavior come into light. The statement “that’s not me” is 

especially significant because it clearly does not refer only to Arya refusing to be the wife of a great lord, 

but to her identity in regards to any other strictly delineated roles. Arya is not content to settle to either a 

male or female role. She clearly refuses to be a “lady”, but she never gives up on being a woman. 

Whenever Syrio Forell calls her a “boy”, she corrects him every time: “I am a girl”. Thereby she 

establishes firmly her feminine side, but she also does not mind disguising herself as a boy (which is 

initiated by Yoren) immediately after her father’s execution, so that she may survive and pursue her goals. 

Thus, Arya refuses to pin down her identity in terms of gender – women may still be women if they are 

not ladies; they can fight with swords and still retain their feminine identity.  

The fluidity of her identity in general and her empowerment especially come to light in the “temporary 

sacrifice of her identity in Braavos and in the House of Black and White” (Mares 148), where she is able 

to become anyone. Here, she not only transcends gender roles, but goes beyond by exploring the full 

potential of fluidity, and is able to take over any identity, regardless of gender, age, race or background. 

She trains to be an assassin, but in fact she refuses that role as well. This is clear from her refusal to 

complete both assignments given to her by the Faceless Men: she kills neither the thin man nor the actress.  

All these numerous possibilities that she opens to herself, refusing to settle to roles preordained by the 

social conventions, make her a representative of more contemporary ideas of identity.  

3.3. Blending into the medieval system: Reasons 
As described before, Jon’s and Arya’s views and behavior are completely incongruous with the ethical 

views of the medieval setting. So, how is it that they coexist with their environment without giving the 

impression of being in sharp discrepancy with it? Or, in terms of narrative techniques, why don’t their 
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story lines seem unconvincing or too evidently incongruous in the fictional world that Game of Thrones 

has built? Mainly, the reason for that is that the borders between the medieval world of Game of Thrones 

and the contemporary world as represented by a few of the characters – here, specifically Jon and Arya – 

are not so conspicuous because of the gradual distancing between the two worlds.  

The fact that Jon Snow saves the Free Folk and cooperates with them would certainly be unacceptable 

in a medieval setting. The reason why this act does not seem incongruous with the setting is because 

gradually, in the course of several years, Jon is changing and developing as a character. To present him 

immediately as a person who has such different views from the rest of the northerners while he spent all 

of his life with them would appear to be ineffective. However, since in the course of time – by listening 

to the advice of Tyrion Lannister, of Lord Commander Mormont, and by witnessing the life of the 

wildlings for himself – he gradually adopts more contemporary views, the clash between them and the 

medieval views is not visible. Jon is also building up his credibility and integrity when: he trains the 

inexperienced members of the Night’s Watch at swordfight, confronts Alliser Thorne, protects Sam, 

opposes Craster, organizes the defense against the wildlings at Castle Black, kills Mance Rayder out of 

mercy (when Mance was supposed to be burnt alive), and fights the White Walkers at Hardhome. Such 

acts, witnessed by the members of the Night’s Watch, by Stannis and Davos, as well as by the Free Folk 

themselves contribute to many of them, though by no means all (as can be seen through the fact that he is 

killed by Alliser Thorne and several members of the Night’s Watch), accepting his decisions, so different 

from those typical of a medieval environment.  

Arya’s behavior, also inappropriate in a medieval environment, is likewise not so strange. Arya doesn’t 

become an outcast because her behavior is actually supported by characters who are largely medieval, 

such as her parents and most of her siblings, but who do have some liberal views albeit to a limited extent. 

Thus, in Season 7 of Game of Thrones, Arya remembers that once when she shot an arrow in the bull’s-

eye (shooting target), she heard clapping, and it was her father. She comments: “I raised my head and he 

[Ned Stark] was smiling at me. I knew that what I was doing was forbidden, but when I saw him clapping 

I knew that I had not done anything wrong. It was the rules that were wrong” (Thrones S7E6). If her 

family strictly followed the medieval customs, it could be argued that Arya’s behavior would have been 

too conspicuously incongruous with that system. However, the understanding, or more frequently the 

tolerance, she receives from her family makes the clash between the two worldviews less discernible.  

4. Conclusion: Key findings and implications  
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As could be seen from previous research, Game of Thrones does borrow from certain historical events in 

the Middle Ages in Great Britain. Likewise, the characters in it mainly hold ethical views that are close to 

the medieval ones. It also includes certain fantasy tropes that usually place it in the genre of fantasy. 

However, Jon Snow’s ideas that people’s behavior can be understood only if circumstances are taken into 

consideration, and Arya’s attitudes towards gender identity and personal identity in general as being fluid 

rather than fixed, represent a different, more contemporary, world existing within the medieval world and 

ethical system. Such findings have implications on at least three aspects.  

One of them is that Game of Thrones destabilizes the fantasy genre. Although it does include traditional 

fantasy tropes, still, in terms of narrative strategies and ethical ideas, there are great differences between 

this series and most of the well-known fantasy books, films or series from the twentieth and twenty-first 

century, such as Lord of the Rings, The Chronicles of Narnia, Star Wars, and Harry Potter, among 

numerous others (which, though also different from each other, still share a similar plot structure and 

ethical ideas). Many of the fantasy narratives establish a world that offers a whole ethical architecture, in 

which a battle between good and evil is taking place, and in which if a character persists in doing what is 

right according to the set ethical norms, regardless of all troubles and challenges, they will prevail. In 

contrast, Game of Thrones refuses to offer a simple moral compass for differentiating right and wrong, 

good and evil, as the cases of Jon and Arya have showed in that they do not act in accordance with the 

accepted norms of good behavior, yet their acts certainly cannot be defined as evil either – instead, they 

are different from the dominant medieval ethical codes. Game of Thrones undermines all semblance of 

sense or poetic justice in its fictional world. Its fictional world resembles the real world in that it is absurd, 

things do not happen for a reason, there is no justice, and characters do not succeed or fail because of their 

moral characteristics. All these features are in fact recognizable in twentieth and twenty-first century 

literature, from existentialism to the dark pessimistic visions of the present and future, and are alien to the 

medieval world and the fantasy genre that the tropes of the series build on the surface.  

The clash of the contemporary with the medieval world as represented by Jon and Arya also has 

implications for the notion of the ontological dominant, which is not only present in postmodernist fiction, 

but is also characteristic of other types of fiction. Although Game of Thrones does not seem to be about a 

clash of different worlds, but only about the clash between the contenders for the throne, a thorough 

analysis of the characters reveals them as being representatives of completely different worlds that carry 

different philosophies and values.  
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The research also contributes to extending the understanding of the concept of “clash of worlds”; namely, 

Game of Thrones represents a clash of contemporary and fantasy worldviews, thus foregrounding the 

ontological dominant more recognizable in postmodernism rather than in fantasy. However, it departs 

from postmodernism because it merges the borders and renders them invisible, thus showing the potential 

of the concept “clash of worlds” to be presented as coexistence rather than as clash. So, the strategy used 

in building a zone in Game of Thrones doesn’t strictly match the four ones mentioned by McHale, and is 

based on interweaving one world into another, thereby creating a zone that is not readily visible.  
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BREAKING TRADITIONAL NARRATIVES AND THE 
PATRIARCHAL CULTURE THROUGH MUSIC AND SILENCE: 

DOROTHY RICHARDSON VS VIRGINIA WOOLF 

Abstract 
Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf both attempt in their own way to suggest new languages which 

would break the rhythms of traditional narratives not only by using music in their novels but silence as 

well. However, silence can be read as absence, as a sign of oppression and marginalization. Helene Cixous 

in “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) says: “Women should break out of the snare of silence” (881). 

Nevertheless, Richardson and Woolf question this understanding of silence. Could silence be a text of 

resistance and rebellion, of “purposeful being” rather than “planful becoming” in Richardson’s words? 

Both Richardson and Woolf use music and silence for a political agenda. Silences can be read as rhythmic 

spaces that serve a purpose to resist but also react against androcentrism. They both, in their own way, 

resist language since it has othered the female voice, challenge words with words, but also with music and 

silence.  

Key words: Dorothy Richardson, Virginia Woolf, music, silence, patriarchy 

1. Introduction  
Hélène Cixous in her seminal critical essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” urges women to write. “Write, let 

no one hold you back, let nothing stop you” (Cixous, 1976: 877) writes Cixous. “Write your self. Your 

body must be heard. Only then will the immense resources of the unconscious spring forth [and] change 

the rules of the old game.” Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf, two modernist writers and Cixous’ 

precursors, took the challenge and devoted their lives to writing.  
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After having published a series of sketches in The Saturday Review, Richardson was encouraged to write 

a novel. Surprised by the suggestion she would write: “The material that moved me to write would not fit 

the framework of any novel I had experienced. I believed myself to be…intolerant of the romantic and the 

realist novel alike. Each… left out certain essentials and dramatized life misleadingly. Horizontally… 

Always…one was aware of the author and applauding, or deploring, his manipulations” (Hanscombe, 

1979: 6). Woolf in her essay “Modern Fiction” (1921) expresses a similar point of view regarding 19th 

century and early 20th century fiction:  

Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-
transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the 
task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever 
aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as 
possible? We are not pleading merely for courage and sincerity; we are suggesting that the proper 
stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would have us believe it (Woolf, 1921). 

Woolf advocates for writers to look within; to examine the ordinary mind on an ordinary day; to write 

what they choose, not what they must; to base their work on feelings, not upon convention, for “life is a 

luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the 

end” (Woolf, 1921) and it is the writer’s task to convey it. 

In order to break these traditional and conventional narratives, both Richardson and Woolf reject the 

language of patriarchy and attempt to invent new languages. The term “stream of consciousness” was first 

used to describe Richardson’s literary technique, to her disapproval of the term, in May Sinclair’s critical 

essay “The Novels of Dorothy Richardson” (1917). Richardson’s thirteen-volume novel Pilgrimage 

assumes the importance of genuine female experience as a subject matter for fiction. Moreover, 

Richardson is wary of the conventions of language. She does not follow conventional rules of punctuation, 

but instead she believes that “feminine prose […] should properly be unpunctuated moving from point to 

point without formal obstructions” (Richardson, 1938: 431); she expands the sentence and stretches it to 

a paragraph in order to create feminine prose which she felt was indispensable to express the female 

experience. Sydney Janet Kaplan (1975) describes Pilgrimage as “conceived in revolt against the 

established tradition of fiction. ... [Richardson's] writing marks a revolution in perspective, a shift from a 

'masculine' to a 'feminine' method of exposition” (Kaplan, 8). Even Woolf herself, back in 1923, in her 

review of Revolving Lights, the seventh volume, noted that Richardson “has invented, or, if she has not 

invented, developed and applied to her own uses, a sentence which we might call the psychological 

sentence of the feminine gender” (Woolf, 1979: 191). Woolf too tried the same. Jane Marcus notes that 
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Woolf had “mastered the language to deconstruct it” inventing a new language aiming at subverting 

patriarchy (Marcus, 187).  

Nevertheless, however similar their aim, these two contemporaries differ in some important aspects which 

have been noticed by critics as early as in 1931. To John Cowper Powys, Richardson is the “pioneer in a 

completely new direction” (Powys, 1974: 7). Richardson’s main protagonist in the novel Pilgrimage, 

Miriam Henderson, according to Powys, was the first woman character who embodied the female “quest 

for the essence of human experience” (7). Powys compares and contrasts Richardson with other female 

writers of the time, like Virginia Woolf and George Eliot, who according to him, use “as their medium of 

research not these instincts but the rationalistic methods of men” (7) and thus betray their deepest feminine 

instincts.  

Furthermore, their own responses to each other’s writings were ambivalent. After having reviewed 

Richardson’s The Tunnel (1919), the fourth chapter-volume of Pilgrimage, Virginia Woolf refused to 

review Interim (1920) and wrote down in her diary: “I refused to do Dorothy Richardson for the Supt. The 

truth is when I looked at it, I felt myself looking for faults; hoping for them. And they would have been 

my pen, I know. There must be an instinct of self-preservation at work. If she is good, then I’m not” 

(Woolf, 1979: 315).   

In spite of Richardson’s respect for Woolf’s work, she too refused to review Woolf’s The Years. 

Richardson’s biographer Gloria Fromm writes in Richardson’s biography that, according to Richardson, 

Woolf has reduced her prose to a “stylistic show” (Fromm, 1977: 319). Still, regardless of their 

differences, they both relied on music and silence to disrupt patriarchy and the rhythms of traditional 

narratives. Their aim and means employed were quite similar, but their procedure was different. To 

paraphrase Richardson in her critical essay “Women and the Future” (1924): Although superficially at 

war with each other, they are united at their base.  

The present paper aims at shedding light to the ways Richardson and Woolf relied on music and silence 

in their fiction in order to disrupt traditional male narratives by comparing and contrasting their procedures 

and aesthetics.  

2. Music and silence in fiction: Woolf vs Richardson  
Virginia Woolf was strongly inspired by music. In her correspondence, she writes: "[...] I always think of 

my books as music before I write them" which reveals how her aesthetic is influenced by music. Her 
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literary style was built on the synergy of literature and music, and Woolf is one of the key figures in the 

musicalizations of the novel. In a letter to Vita Sackville West, Woolf remarks: “Style is a simple matter; 

it is all rhythm. Once you get that, you cannot use the wrong words” (Woolf, 1980). “The String Quartet”, 

The Voyage Out, The Waves are considered as the most important works for the musico-literary research 

of her literary output. The musical features of her narration had been noticed by her contemporaries 

(Desmond MacCarthy, Eliot T., Bernard Blackstone), and works on the role of music in her literary output 

never stop appearing. Some relate to the development of protagonists in a musical setting; this is what 

Susan Raitt offers in her description of Rachel in The Voyage Out: 

As she practices, her face wears 'queer remote impersonal expression of complete absorption and 
anxious satisfaction' (VO, p.58). She is freed from her own personality and history - [...] - and 
from the personalities and the wishes of others. Through music she can perform, rather than 
express herself. As John McCombe notes, 'Rachel uses her piano to isolate herself'; in clinging on 
to music, she defends her own solitude and autonomy (Raitt, 2000: 35). 

Indeed, Susan Raitt pinpoints Virginia Woolf's quest for an authentic literary voice. She links the concept 

of music and what music represents for Rachel in The Voyage Out to Woolf's aesthetics: 

Rachel's characterization of music as 'going straight for things' anticipates Woolf's own poetic 
manifesto in A Room of One's Own where she advocates writing about 'things in themselves' 
(ROO, p.145); and her impatience with novels foreshadows John Galsworthy and Arnold Bennett. 
Music allows Rachel to confront and articulate the world without mediation; it allows to craft and 
perform her own voice (Raitt, 2000: 34). 

Werner Wolf in his The Musicalization of Fiction, by analyzing “The String Quartet”, provides an answer 

to the crucial question of what the main function of musicalization in Woolf's novels is. According to 

Wolf, Virginia Woolf is relying on music to create an emotional experience without distinct referential 

meaning: 

It is possible that what is thematized here is perhaps the principal function of Woolf ’s 
musicalisation of fiction, a function that coincides with one of the main aims of modernist art: to 
provide an emotional and aesthetic experience of meaning, though words have become 
«indistinguishable», void of clear referentiality. It is certainly no coincidence that Woolf 
experimented with a musicalisation of fiction in order to create this effect in ‘The String Quartet’ 
[…] (Wolf, 1999: 158) 

Furthermore, The Waves completely abandons the traditional narrative. This six-voiced “rhapsody” 

illustrates the Woolfian quest for a new form that would change prose as never before. Woolf notes about 

The Waves: “I'm writing to a rhythm not to a plot” and according to H. H. Vuong, it is undeniable that the 
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writing of the novel is under great musical influence, as evidenced by the system of echoes, repetitions, 

contrasts and symmetries it creates. Music serves as a model for the author to create a story freed from 

traditional constraints. However, Vuong concludes that music is not a ready-to-use model: “We can see 

that music is no longer the object of an objective and synthetic representation, nor does it offer ready-

made formal solutions [...], but listening to it, profoundly enriches literary creation and gives a new form 

of verbal expression”. In that sense, Woolf and Richardson, both in their own way, changed the course of 

traditional narratives under the influence of music and silence.  

Arianne Burford in her article “Communities of Silence and Music in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves and 

Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage” discusses the similarities and differences of Woolf’s and Richardson’s 

procedure and the way they use music and silence to disrupt patriarchy. Beethoven’s music plays an 

important part in their fiction. Music is present at different levels and to different effects, argues Burford. 

Woolf owned Beethoven’s late quartets and she listened to them while she was writing The Waves. In 

Pilgrimage, especially in the first chapter-volume Pointed Roofs, Beethoven’s pieces are played by the 

main protagonist Miriam and some of the students at the German boarding school where Miriam came to 

teach English. The performance of Beethoven’s Sonata Pathetique by the Martin sisters for instance, 

offers a possibility to Miriam to experience what it is like to play the piano without being ashamed of 

expression (Pilgrimage 1, 45). Playing the piano, playing Beethoven’s music for Miriam is a form of 

expression, a medium for discovering, learning about and expressing herself, explains Burford.  

However Beethoven’s music is not the only thing that connects, and at the same time disconnects, 

Richardson and Woolf. In The Waves, Bernard, the writer who is troubled by silence, acknowledges the 

influence of Dorothy Richardson and Pilgrimage’s protagonist Miriam: “I heard those songs. I followed 

those phantoms. I saw Joans, Dorothys, Miriams, I forget their names…” (The Waves, 247). Bernard, the 

male narrator in The Waves, a writer who relies on words and phrases until the very end of the novel, 

ultimately rejects them and favors silence. To Burford, this serves as the main ground for outlining the 

points of departure between Woolf and Richardson. Burford argues that while music provides a space for 

female empowerment and expression in Pilgrimage, in The Waves, music is ultimately rejected for silence 

and visual imagery (Burford, 270). Bernard exclaims: “I have done with phrases. How much better is 

silence; the coffee-cup, the table…” (The Waves, 295). Woolf too, in line with her protagonist, rejects 

words: “But words, words! How inadequate you are! How weary one gets of you. How you will always 

be saying too much or too little! Oh to be silent! Oh to be a painter!” (E3 166) 
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In the case of Richardson, at the very beginning of her Pilgrimage, Miriam does enthusiastically state: 

“Beethoven has always been real” and refers to Beethoven as “ […] truth, the great truth that was bigger 

than anything.” According to Cecilia Björkén-Nymberg, listening to Beethoven in Edwardian England 

imposed a male discourse on women and made women accept without questioning the male dominance, 

which supports Burford’s stance:  

In the thin slice of time critics call Edwardian, listening to Beethoven ’s music amounted to an 
implicit acceptance of an inherited male discourse. The male ear was thus much better tuned in to 
his symphonies and sonatas than the female ear which was being made subject to penetration or 
even rape. Thus, paradoxically, the more a woman enjoyed Beethoven’s music, the more she 
endorsed her own inferiority and subjection. As a result, music made her conscious of herself as a 
split subject (Björkén-Nymberg, 89-90). 

However Burford solely relies on the first volume Pointed Roofs and only on one of Richardson’s essays 

“The Film gone Male”, and applies her reading of Richardson’s use of music and silence to the whole 

thirteen-volume novel. What Burford seems to overlook is the basic principle of Pilgrimage, and that is 

change and development. Miriam’s consciousness is presented throughout several years from girlhood to 

adulthood in thirteen volumes. In this period of sixteen years, Miriam’s experience is enriched, her 

consciousness develops; she accepts and rejects concepts, fluctuates between identities, tries out different 

gender roles, sexual orientations and defines and redefines her gender identity. Her understanding of music 

develops as well during her pilgrimage towards self discovery. She challenges gender roles and gender 

identities and her pilgrimage culminates in her becoming a writer. Music for Miriam makes her forget her 

“wretched self” (Pilgrimage 1, 56) with all its cultural, sexual, and gendered burdens, roles, expectations, 

uses. Miriam’s aim is to be able to achieve moments of freedom, of being “nothing but an ear, intent on 

the meditative harmony” (Pilgrimage 1, 205). For Miriam, music, just as writing, could unite the present, 

the past, and the future and thus open the access to self-discovery, to the ‘inner light’, to a free self liberated 

from gender roles and expectations. There is no innocent ear (Björkén-Nymberg, 90), feminist critics 

would say. Music, as any other cultural phenomenon, rests upon an engendered discourse. Miriam is aware 

of this, but still, she plunges deep into herself, tries to access her earliest childhood memories, reach the 

very beginning of her consciousness and draw from there the force and the light for her journey. Music is 

her lost Eden, the “Babington garden” from her childhood, her never-ending quest for redefining her 

gender identity.   

Furthermore, it is not only music, but also silence that serves the purpose of challenging words and what 

they can convey, the socio-political constructions of gender and to what extent words have the capacity to 
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be employed as counter-hegemonic disruption. Both Richardson and Woolf distrust words, are aware of 

their limitations of conveying meaning and interrupting traditional narratives. It is in the very distrust in 

words and in the relying on silences to challenge language as determined by patriarchal social cultures 

where Burford finds the threads that unite Richardson and Woolf. Burford calls on Miriam’s query: “Why 

would people insist upon talking about things – when nothing can ever be communicated?” (Pilgrimage 

2, 306) relating it to Susan’s fear and inability to communicate through words in The Waves: “[I am] afraid 

of the door opening and the leap of the tiger, to make even one sentence. What I say is perpetually 

contradicted. Each time the door opens I am interrupted. […] I am also a girl, here in this room.” (The 

Waves, 107). However what Burford seem to ignore is the fact that Miriam, in the last volume March 

Moonlight, ultimately becomes a writer and finds “reality” through writing: “While I write, everything 

vanishes, but what I contemplate. The whole of what is called ‘the past’ is with me, seen anew, vividly” 

(Pilgrimage 4, 657).  

Nevertheless, in both Pilgrimage and The Waves, silences require active participation from the reader. 

Richardson and Woolf ask for a collaborative reader who would fill in the silences and participate in the 

experience. Richardson invites the reader “to plunge into the novel […] enter the text” (Adventure for 

Readers, 428). The silences, the blanks, and the ellipses slow down the reading, function as pauses in the 

narration just as the visual imagery in the interludes in The Waves. Thus, Richardson and Woolf disrupt 

the traditional masculine narrative and “the constant linear progressive movements in conventional 

narrations” (Burford, 270). To serve her political agenda, to “wreck partitions” in Cixous’ words, Woolf 

resorts to rhythm. Woolf disturbs the traditional narrative with the incorporation of the rhythm of the 

waves, the voices of the protagonists, the silences and the various sounds and their rhythmic movement. 

In her review of Richardson’s The Tunnel, Woolf wrote: “Her discoveries are concerned with states of 

being and not with states of doing. Miriam is aware of ‘life itself”; of the atmosphere of the table rather 

than of the table, of the silence rather than of the sound” (Contemporary Writers, 125). Thus, the reference 

to the coffee-cup and the table in Bernard’s conclusion that silence is better than phrases, Richardson’s 

influence on Woolf can be traced one more time. As Burford has put it: “[Woolf] aligns herself with the 

value Richardson gives to silence - as a space - as a new language” (Burford, 271). In order to reassess 

the, however, limited understanding of how music and silence are used in Pilgrimage provided by Burford, 

the following part will further analyze their role assigned by Richardson.  

  



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 196 

3. Absences and excesses, silences and music in Pilgrimage 
Absence seems to have been a very common word used by literary critics to refer to Dorothy Richardson’s 

Pilgrimage. Since the appearance of the first chapter-novel in 1915 until the last, which was published 

posthumously in 1967, absence of plot, absence of intrigue, absence of structure, absence of different 

voices and perspectives, absence of objectivity, absence of engagement have been noted by various 

critics.40 At the same time, critics have noticed excess of descriptions, of detail, of egoism and 

egocentrism, of subjectivity, of feminism.41 However, what I argue is that these alleged absences in the 

novel are filled in with music and the alleged excesses are tempered by silences. These ‘absences’ and 

‘excesses’ were intentionally incorporated in the text for the novel to achieve its unique intermediality and 

render language what Richardson believed it lacked. Silence and music are not considered to be two 

opposite poles, but instead, they go hand in hand in Pilgrimage and complement each other serving several 

purposes. 

To begin with, they embody the attempt to invent new language breaking with traditional narratives and 

their linear movement. They are there to disrupt words, patriarchal discourse and challenge the boundaries 

of socio-political structures of gender and the limitations of conveying and finding meaning through 

words. The silences between the characters, the blanks and pauses in the narration as well as the narrative 

descriptions of musical pieces and performances and their effect on the listener interrupt the rhythm of the 

traditional way narratives develop. They also serve a political purpose. The interruptions are not only 

intended to break away with authoritative narrative voices, narrators, and narratives which use words to 

define and communicate thoughts, ideas, feelings, but also to break away with the patriarchal culture that 

relies upon and uses words to define, constrain, and dominate women. The silences and the music provide 

space where women could realize their strength and power. As a rebellion against the dismissal of 

women’s voices and the inadequacy of words, Miriam develops a community of understanding and 

connection achieved mainly through silences between herself and a few women such as the suffragette 

 
40 See, for example, Aldrich’s “The vista of the Dream”, Saturday Review of Literature, New York, 4,5 May 1928. 
“[…] It lacks plot, characters, setting, a middle, and possibly and end”. 
41 See, for example, Rodker’s “Dorothy Richardson”, Little Review 6, September 1919. “But no brain would want all 
this detail, for the detail is too excessive, the associations too free.”; or the anonymous review in the Spectator from 
1923: “Her besetting sin is her twist towards feminism”; or Aiken’s review from 1928: “[…] her choice of a woman’s 
mind as center, her heroine’s lack of charm”.  
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Amabel. In Richardson’s article about the cinematographic art “Continuous performance: The Film Gone 

Male” she writes: 

And the film, regarded as a medium of communication, in the day of its innocence, in its quality of 
being nowhere and everywhere […] Something of the changeless being at the heart of all 
becoming, was essentially feminine […] In becoming audible […] it is doubtless fulfilling its 
destiny. But it is a masculine destiny. The destiny of planful becoming rather that purposeful being 
(424). 

Her concepts of the silent feminine “purposeful being” and the audible male “planful becoming” should 

not be understood in such a way that would make silence destined to women and language to men. The 

silent movies were “feminine” in the way that they did not impose ready-made meanings to the audience, 

through words, through language which has been appropriated by men. When the movies become audible, 

there is less space for interpretation, imagination, and input from the spectator, and thus develop according 

to a plan, impose ready-made meanings and complete the male ‘planful becoming’. Thus, in the novel, in 

order to restore language what it has been deprived of by being owned by men and by keeping women 

outside of it, Richardson opens it to silences and music asking for a collaborative reader; making reading 

an ‘adventure for readers’. Silence also serves Richardson as a tool for breaking away from patriarchal 

oppression of women. However, silence is often considered to be the sign and the result of oppression and 

marginalization. Silence is also a lack, an absence of voice. Thus, Hélène Cixous stipulates that “women 

should break out of the snare of silence” (881). Then, how can patriarchy be disrupted through silence? 

By exclaiming “silence is reality” (Pilgrimage 1, 10), Miriam does not silence women nor does she 

advocate women to remain (only) silent. In “The Film Gone Male”, Richardson elaborates her 

understanding of silence and language, not as a dichotomy, but as a unity. She says that “women […] are 

humanities silent half without much faith in speech as a medium of communication” (423). Women do 

talk, explains Richardson. They either repeat men’s words like “disciples of the orderly thought of men 

[…] communication not their own convictions but someone or other or a portion of someone or other of 

the astonishing varieties of thought-patterns under which men experimentally arrange such phenomena as 

are suited to the process” (424) or they are “as silent as the grave” speaking only when “driven by 

calamitous necessity”. Although we may hear “their outpouring torrent of speech. […] Chatter, chatter, 

chatter, as men say. […] They talk to banish embarrassment.” It is always a “façade” (424). Silence has 

been an utterly feminine space. Women have been silenced for a long time. Nevertheless, as Richardson 

advocates in her article “Reality of Feminism” (1917) and “Women and the Future” (1924), women should 

not divorce from their past (412); they should “re-read the past in the light of its present recognition of the 
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synthetic consciousness of woman; […] this consciousness has always made its own world, irrespective 

of circumstances [which] could be neither enslaved nor subjected” (406). Hence, women should not give 

up on the world they have created in silence, on their “faculty of vision”, on their “genius”. In her article 

“Talent and Genius”, Richardson defines talent as the ability to do, and genius as the ability to see, but 

“Genius is helpless without talent […] Talent is the midwife of genius” (408). Genius has to be schooled, 

taught, practiced, and women, who have been kept out of doing things, are left with their genius without 

the opportunity to learn how to do, how to practice what they can see. Hence, since silence has been utterly 

feminine, and since Richardson strongly insists on the union of the past and the present with the future, 

women should not give up on silence, which does not mean to stay silent. On the contrary, Richardson is 

advocating for relying on silence as a way of communicating interiority, the feminine “purposeful being”, 

resisting the language which has othered the female voice. Women have been trapped in societies, 

narrative traditions and languages appropriated by men, but never enslaved. Richardson took the challenge 

by writing Pilgrimage through the consciousness of a female protagonist to claim right over the social 

milieu, the narrative tradition and language, not by adopting, copying, or following a male model, but by 

proposing her own in union with the past when the feminine consciousness, although silenced, developed. 

Or as Cixous has put it: “If woman has always functioned “within” the discourse of man, […] it is time to 

dislocate that “within” […] biting that tongue with her very own teeth to invent for herself a language to 

get inside of” (887).  

In that sense, Richardson also uses music and silence to portrait and to articulate the female body. The 

female body is absent from the text in a conventional way. Richardson’s political agenda focuses on 

“purposeful being” and authentic female experience. Richardson explores Miriam’s consciousness in its 

development and writes through inner dialogues and streams of thoughts from within a female self 

breaking the convention of describing the female body from the outside. Sexual relationships are neither 

described nor mentioned straightforwardly. In Chapter IX of Dawn’s Left Hand, Miriam follows Hypo in 

a room, “a half-lit, shamefaced room” (Pilgrimage 4, 218) above a small restaurant in a narrow street to 

make love with him. Miriam’s inner conflict is described. She is not sure whether she should be intimate 

with him. They had been alone together a week ago, but unsuccessfully: “[…] their first evening of being 

alone and inaccessible”. There is a barrier between them: “Coercion. The unpardonable crime…” (P4, 

218). Through the italics, the ellipses, the blanks on the page, Miriam renders the insurmountable distance 

between them. For a moment, Miriam considers the option to discuss the matter with Hypo, since he is 

aware of the barrier “without understanding its nature” (218). However, she decides not to, for to him, 
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“unifying sound, rather than silence” (273) is the medium of communication. Instead of describing any 

physical contact and bodily images, Richardson focuses on Miriam’s consciousness. Miriam and Hypo 

are together in a small room but her consciousness is “far away from him and her surroundings” (219). 

Miriam tries to remain in possession of “that self within herself who was more than her momentary self” 

at the center of her being (222): “She would reach that central peace; go farther and farther into the heart 

of her being and be there, as if alone, tranquility, until fully possessed by that something within her that 

was more than herself.” (219). There is no mention of bed. Instead, at the very beginning of the chapter, 

we learn that “to-night’s journey ended in a brightly lit sitting-room with table laid” (218). Further on, we 

learn that Hypo offered a “leadership” position to Miriam; he was “willing to give her time”, but she 

became aware of his “thoughts behind his experiment” (222). He would give her time only to prove to 

himself and to herself that her silence is an interim, a waiting room, a transitory space which she believed 

was their unassailable difference: “ […] her silence was what he believed to be all feminine silence to be: 

a vacuous waiting” (222). The actual sexual intercourse between Miriam and Hypo, which resulted in an 

interrupted pregnancy in Clear Horizon, could be missed out by readers since it is not conventionally 

described but instead alluded to. As Thomson suggested in his Reader’s guide to Pilgrimage, almost a 

whole year of intimacy with Hypo was reduced to a comma in a sentence (44). Furthermore, the 

descriptions of the relationship between Miriam and Amabel are also approached through the community 

of silence between them: “our silence in our magic enclosure” as opposed to the inability to communicate 

with Hypo through silence and their different understanding of it; Miriam and Amabel can communicate 

through silences, and their intimacy could be found in the silences Richardson leaves for the reader to fill 

them in.  

It is during the descriptions of musical performances that Richardson focuses on the female body. Miriam 

carefully observes the hands, the faces, and the torsos of women who perform on a piano throughout the 

novel. Those descriptions are most striking in the first volume Pointed Roofs. Miriam scrutinizes the way 

those female bodies move while playing:  

Clara Bergmann followed. Miriam watched her as she took her place at the piano - how square 
and stout she looked […] She had high square shoulders and high square hips -- her brow was 
low and her face thin broad and flat. Her eyes were like the eyes of a dog and her thin-lipped 
mouth long and straight until it went steadily down at the corners. […] She played, without music, 
her face lifted boldly.[…] The notes rang out like trumpet-calls as her hands dropped with an easy 
fling and sprang back and dropped again. What loose wrists she must have, thought Miriam. […] 
Clara threw back her head, a faint smile flickered over her face, her hands fell gently and the 
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music came again, pianissimo, swinging in an even rhythm. It flowed from those clever hands, a 
half-indicated theme with a gentle, steady, throbbing undertow (Pilgrimage 1: 43,44). 

The way Clara Bergman plays, along with some other German girls, shows Miriam how women should 

play without being afraid of “playing with expression” (Pilgrimage 1, 45). Clara Bergman moves boldly; 

her wrists are loose; she seems satisfied by her performance. However, Miriam had always felt nervous 

before and during public performances. She does not like playing before people. Her wrists and fingers 

were always stiff. In Germany she would learn how to play with expression, let her body go, and move to 

the rhythm. Miriam uses these musical evenings at the boarding school to compare and contrast the way 

English and German play music. She believes that culture has a lot to do with how people play. When she 

listens to two English girls, the two Martins, at the boarding school play the piano, it brings back the 

“familiar feeling of English self-consciousness” (45). At first she does not expect a performance as good 

as the previous one done by the German girl, but she gets surprised. She feels embarrassed that such 

expression comes from English hands (45). In the end, Miriam concludes that, regardless how well they 

played, they still were not able to do it like the German girls. It seemed false, like a copy. She has the 

impression that they copy the German girls and that they think of themselves as they play as opposed to 

the German girls, who only think of the music: “They did not do it quite like them though. They did not 

think only about music, they thought about themselves too” (45). Miriam concludes that she must learn to 

play like the Germans; she must dare; but she must not imitate the Germans; she would find her way but 

she would learn how to forget her “wretched self”, her “self-consciousness”. Thus, interpreting 

Richardson’s portrayal of the female body during the musical performances (as Burford had suggested 

and we have referred to it previously) as self-expression would provide a misleading path, a dead-end. 

Miriam’s goal is to loosen her body to the extent of forgetting about it and all the burden it carries imposed 

by society, culture, and painful life events, like her mother’s suicide, and access the inner light. As the 

excerpt when Clara Bergman was playing continues, Miriam stops looking at the girl’s body, and instead, 

looks within herself:  

Miriam dropped her eyes — she seemed to have been listening long — that wonderful light was 
coming again — she had forgotten her sewing — when presently she saw, slowly circling, fading 
and clearing, first its edge, and then, for a moment the whole thing, dripping, dripping as it 
circled, a weed-grown mill-wheel.... She recognised it instantly. She had seen it somewhere as a 
child in Devonshire — and never thought of it since — and there it was. She heard the soft swish 
and drip of the water and the low humming of the wheel. How beautiful... it was fading.... She held 
it — it returned — clearer this time and she could feel the cool breeze it made, and sniff the fresh 
earthy scent of it, the scent of the moss and the weeds shining and dripping on its huge rim. Her 
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heart filled. […] for a while saw only a vague radiance in the room and the dim forms grouped 
about. She could not remember which was which. All seemed good and dear to her. The trumpet 
notes had come back, and in a few moments the music ceased.... (P1, 44) 

For Miriam, music can carry her “out of the house, out of the world” (43), can give access to a “featureless 

freedom” (43), to the inner light at the center of the being, to the beginning of consciousness, in childhood. 

This access opens and closes as her pilgrimage progresses, and her aim is to be able to hold it despite the 

challenges, to enter it regardless of the constraints.   

4. Conclusion 
Dorothy Richardson and Virginia Woolf, both in their own way, disrupt traditional narrative procedures, 

and turn to music and silence to challenge words. By surveying how the critics have read their effort to 

render language what it has been deprived of by being appropriated and dominated by men, we come to 

the conclusion that Richardson’s endeavor has been unrightfully simplified. Taking into consideration the 

whole novel and several of Richardson’s essays, we conclude that Richardson relies on her unique 

intermediality to “produce a feminine equivalent of the current masculine realism” (Richardson, 1938: 

430), open the text to the collaboration of the reader, to disturb conventional syntax and punctuation, to 

reread the understanding of silence, and to make of music and representations of music and musical 

performances in the novel a transcendental experience, which can give access to ‘truth’.   
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Abstract 
The paper deals with a subject as risky as it is topical. Regarding its complexity, the paper, after a short 

introduction into the phenomenon of terrorism, elaborates on the role of literature in highlighting some of 

its aspects (social and psychological). Among many research options, it focuses upon the portrait of a 

terrorist. From the general context, through characterization of a particular kind of a terrorist, to 

implications suggested by the literary forms that this highly provocative and enigmatic type of personality 

takes, it chooses three, among the many, possible approaches by three different authors. In a range of the 

fictional toward the factual, at one extreme lies satirical distortion (Lessing, The Good Terrorist) via 

Updike’s realism, which critically questions some of the known schemes of the suicidal terrorist 

development (Terrorist), up to a kind of docu-novel, derived from one of the most frequent forms of 

journalist texts, the interview (Imamović, Terorista). All three, as the concluding remarks suggest, 

represent attempts at in-depth analyses of terrorism by probing inside the minds of the terrorists, thus 

illuminating felt experiences rather than presenting generalizations. That is why their literary treatments 

are complementary to those achieved by social sciences. 

Keywords: terrorism, terrorist, fictional and factual, characterization, in-depth analyses 

1. Introduction  
In literature and arts we find imagination in its workings on a plethora of phenomena including terrorism. 

Yet, many are inclined to object to arts and media presentation of such a “risky and yet topical” (Poster, 

2006) issue as terrorism. They base their claim on strong arguments; truly, very often literature lacks 

reliable generalizations, good argumentation, accurately reported facts, or reliably recorded events. Or, a 
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thorough and understanding attitude toward those accused of terrorism, as a standard part of literary 

procedure, might lead to empathy and even forgiveness where conviction and punishment should be.  

Yet, despite all the objections, the literary approach is more than needed since, to the “reliable” factual 

findings, it adds its own conceptualizations: the way the phenomenon is “lived through” or “felt” as an 

experienced reality (or, to paraphrase T. S. Eliot, the way “blood” is turned into “ink”). 

The objective of this paper is to explore a hypothetical construct of the terrorist in the works of fiction 

using three indicative samples. Regardless of their narrative structures based on personal experience 

(Lessing), sociological studies (Updike), or personal and professional experience (Imamović), the given 

constructs are projections of possible personality profiles serving as guidelines in further exploration of 

the phenomenon of terrorism.  

The methods used are literary and cultural close readings, with theoretical literature about terrorism 

consulted and used here as an aid for a better understanding of the concept. The research corpus comprises 

three novels, entitled almost in the same way and yet different in their approach: Doris Lessing, The Good 

Terrorist (1985), John Updike, Terrorist (2006), and Emir Imamović Pirke, Terorista (The Terrorist) 

(2018). 

2. On Terrorism – A Brief Critical Survey  
Terrorism is regarded as a contemporary phenomenon, even though it has existed in military, religious 

and political chronicles since classical times. It is “rooted in history” (Clutterbuck, 1977:13) by a synergy 

of various causes, as stated by Max Weber (qtd. in Smelser 2007:11) through growing and branching in 

the modern world. In the long history of its growth, it has kept on changing. Even the word itself, 

terrorism, has changed its meanings over time (Mahan and Griset 2008:1). It entered into usage during 

the French Revolution or, rather, after it, during brutal repressions as a form of state terrorism (“régime 

de la terreur”) that destroyed the very democratic ideals that once served as inspiration for social revolt.  

Just a brief survey would point to some of the developments characteristic for the history of terrorism. In 

the late XIX century, its frequent forms were anarchist theories, activities and assassinations. In the 

following century, terrorist practice continued much along the same lines, with many new bearings related 

to all sorts of struggles, from anti-colonial via leftist to rightist and religious, all this in many different 

forms, such as skyjacking, hostage-taking, suicide bombing, etc. In the second half of the XX century, 

state terrorism also grew, not only among the states but also, in its more or less open forms, between the 
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superpowers (Cline and Alexander, 1984; Piszkiewicz, 2004) (qtd. in Smelser 2007: 231). To this we 

should add ethnic, nationalist and racial conflicts with the fundamentalist Islam movements as the 

dominant ones. This is just a passing glance at an otherwise intricate and elusive phenomenon. As such, 

it has been an object of study of numerous researchers, political officials, security specialists, scientists, 

and others. 

Despite a growing number of studies and books dealing with social, political, economic, cultural and 

psychological aspects of terrorism, science or politics has not come up with any fully acceptable 

definition.42 The reason is that terrorism itself, as a phenomenon, does not recognize, as Smelser states, 

borders between disciplines; instead, it spreads all over them (Smelser 2007:4), thus implying the 

necessity of a multidisciplinary approach.  

Depending on the position taken, the definitions can be narrow or wide; they can easily get mixed up with 

other concepts terrorism is congenial to, such as terror, violence43, and the like. Moreover, they are 

products of a certain time and place; that is where the protean nature of the phenomenon springs from. 

They have changed throughout history, all over the world, in various disguises, and under various names. 

Finally, we can say that terrorism is a contested concept. Its essential features are literally contested; used 

“differently by parties of different persuasions for the same events and situations according to their 

political predilections.” (Smelser 2007: 239) 

But, the fact is that, for many reasons, the definition summing up our experience with terrorism is more 

than needed; it should comprise common yet relevant characteristics of an event or situation, thus helping 

us to differentiate between terrorist and non-terrorist events. Easily said but hardly done. With almost each 

new terrorist act, the “common characteristics” change, since over time, and at such an incredible speed, 

our theoretical assumptions also change together with our experiences.    

 
42 The prominent Dutch theorist of terrorism, Alex Schmid, with his associates, prepared a very important structural 
base for defining terrorism. They assembled together different perspectives of researchers, terrorists, governments, 
broadcasting organizations, editors, reporters, victims and “the public.” In 1988, they came up with 109 definitions, 
some of them more or less overlapping. The definitions are classified into 22 categories, the most frequent among them 
being: use of violence or force (84%), political motives (65%), inducing fear or terror (51%), threat (47%), 
psychological effects (42%), and differentiation of victim/target (38%). More about it in Smelser 2007:233 onwards. 
43 Even the concepts of terror and violence, and many similar ones, are complex and elusive. The violence of football 
fans via mafia executions to the overwhelming terror in E. A. Poe's stories – all this can be, now and then, regarded as 
terror with the distinctions blurred, thus suggesting an indefinite range of possible meanings. 
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The same stands for the concept of terrorist. As stressed by Smelser, it is mostly used for others (as in a 

well-known cliché, that one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter). Rarely does anyone use it 

for him/herself. It is, rather, used for other individuals, groups, or nations that are considered hostile to 

one’s own interests.44 Just as Cooper remarked, “there has never been, since the topic began to command 

serious attention, some golden age in which terrorism was easy to define.” (qtd. in Mahan and Griset 2008: 

2) 

2.1. Propaganda by the Deed (propagande par le fait)45 
Yet, again, the definition as a precise formulation of meaning, and following Cooper advocating for 

politically- and ideologically-free definitions, the proposed definition here concentrates on one common 

element, i.e. the terrorist act itself (deed) (or at least the threat of violence, Hoffman) (“an act or threat of 

violence”, Jessica Stern in Mahan and Griset, 2008:4).  Something similar is emphasized by Tilly, who 

defines terror, terrorism and terrorist not as “causally coherent and distinct social phenomena”, but as 

“strategies that recur across a wide variety of actors and political situations.” He lays stress on “horrific 

unexpected acts” (Tilly 2004:13). The implied stress on act46 is of relevance in this paper since it tends, 

in the narrative structure, to be the central issue of the narrative, the climax that all the previous 

developments lead to. 

In this regard, the definition of the terrorist is closely related to that of terrorism: the terrorist is the 

person who acts in an act of extra-normal violence, and against random or symbolic targets, to generate a 

message (Schmid and Jongman, 1988) (qtd. in Tilly, 2004:3), for the purpose of inducing fear and anxiety, 

of affecting audiences, and stimulating political change by influencing the major decision-makers, etc.  

In this paper that deals with literary works, most of all the novel as the form that, basically, studies the 

interactions of individuals within a society – with an emphasis on psycho-social and moral components 

(the individual within the society, personal or group), the chosen definition discusses the characterization 

 
44 Hoffman (in Mahan and Griset 2008:3) notes that terrorist organizations probably think of themselves as “freedom 
fighters” or armies or military organizations, or movements for self-defense, or even seekers of  righteous vengeance. 
45 A well-known concept used by XIX c. Italian terrorists is given in Mikhail Bakunin's “Letters to a Frenchman on the 
Present Crisis”(1870). It states that “we must spread our principles, not with words but with deeds, for this is the most 
popular, the most potent, and the most irresistible form of propaganda.” 
46 The importance of act is also stressed in some other historical situations. For instance, as Bradley writes, “Boston 
radicals,” in the days of the Boston Tea Party, also concludes that “the best propaganda was a combination of the 
related word and representative deed.” (Bradley 2012: 56) 
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of a terrorist regarding a potential terrorist act. The three chosen novels (above) develop their stories 

around the topic: the act that is supposed to finally and fully reveal the character structure of a potential 

terrorist at the very climatic point in the narrative.  

The character structure is constructed, as said above, by imagination as well as by relying on facts, 

studies, media, and authors’ personal experiences. All this enters into the portrait of a terrorist as someone 

who is to commit an act of extreme violence. The combination of elements that enter into his portrait 

varies, from fictional constructs, through careful studies of available theories and practice, up to 

concentration on only personal experience in direct confrontation with the presumed terrorist. That is how 

our investigation moves from fiction to faction or non-fiction or docu-drama or journalistic novel, or, from 

literature to life, and vice versa.  

3. Faction and Fiction: Life and Literature  
In one of his essays on classical art, Oscar Wilde states that humanity owes Greeks a lot since they were, 

as a nation, critical, and they most cherished this very spirit in two supreme and high arts for which they 

left us “the most flawless system of criticism that the world has ever seen”: “Life and Literature”, “life 

and the perfect expression of life” (Wilde 1891:8), and literature, which “most fully mirrors man in all his 

infinite variety” (Ibid). Illustrating this with the blind poet, Homer, who, despite his physical shortcoming, 

was able to create an in-depth version of the events he dealt with, Wilde adds “that the great poet is always 

a seer, seeing less with the eyes of the body than he does with the eyes of the soul” (Ibid). Some of the 

things that “the soul” of great authors can see may be perceived in the works of the authors who have dealt 

with the theme of terrorism, either as a major or a minor subject in their novels (Henry James, Joseph 

Conrad, Emile Zola, Fyodor Mikhailovich Dostoevsky, and others). Terrorism, thus, turns out to be one 

of the “human varieties” that literature has something important to say about. 

It is well-known how literature and popular media re-present, re-frame and re-constitute political 

discourse with narratives, characters, ideas and emotions (Bloom 2003:79). One discourse is translated 

into another; the latter representing subjectivization of the former, thus providing an opportunity for 

emotional expression (Ibid), as well as an analysis of our emotional relations to others. Among the many, 

one of the most debated aspects is that of radicalization, or the process by which a relatively non-violent 

person passes through stages of psychological transformation until turning into a full-fledged terrorist. 

This process, here metaphorically called a narrowing funnel, is greatly analyzed in referential publications 

just as it is the most intriguing part of the novelistic treatment in the three given books. 
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3.1. Radicalization: A Narrowing Funnel  
Smelser defines the process of the narrowing funnel as a series of causes leading to acts of terrorism, 

i.e. “a series of transitions from extremely general processes involved in the genesis of terrorism to its 

specific manifestations” (Smelser 2007:13). These “analytically identifiable situations”, or phases, can be 

summed up as, to name only a few, the conditions, national and international, that cause alienation and 

dissatisfaction to develop; the conditions under which these feelings crystallize into politically-conscious 

collectivities and audiences supportive of them, etc. (Smelser 2007:13-14) This set of issues is based on 

the thesis, proposed by Victoroff and other specialists (qtd. in Schmid 2011: 214), that terrorism can result 

from identifiable (and malleable) social and psychological factors (qtd. in Ibid). Though none of them can 

be completely answered, Smelser stresses, it is still possible to use them as analytical tools to guide us 

through the enormous complexity of the subject. Implied in them are also more common questions 

concerning the reasons why individuals join or leave terrorist organizations, or the effects that their 

activities have on their psyche, or life in general, etc. 

In view of the above-listed questions, we find in the “narrowing funnel” a shift from more general 

causes that lead to feelings of alienation and frustration through the conditions leading to the creation of 

communities or public approval of the sections of society whose frustration culminates in political actions 

(“agitational”) up to individual/group proneness to violence, or, at the apex, terrorism. This is, in short, 

an analytical scheme for the process of radicalization, leading from less to more violent and aggressive 

policies of an individual/group. 

In Updike’s novel, the process is clearly marked in its stages. His protagonist is trained to engage 

himself in a violent act without moral restraints. In Lessing’s novel, The Good Terrorist, the process of 

engaging into violence is also of a “narrowing funnel” shape, showing gradual degradation of the 

personality torn apart by intense inner conflicts. In Imamović’s novel, the narrative line goes the other 

way: the terrorist act is committed and the narrator, post factum, tries to probe into its possible causes. 

Obviously, the theme of radicalization is central, among other issues. 

Due to the lack of space here, we can just mention some of the many attempts at identifying, 

explaining, and classifying the radicalization process. For instance, Schein (Schein 1961:16 onwards) 

describes it as one of unfreezing, changing, and refreezing a person’s outlook. Lifton (1969:67-82) 

identifies themes of renunciation and guilt, reeducation and confession/rebirth, all in the context of a mix 

of threats and leniency. Furthermore, Sprinzak gives a survey of the seminal theories of radicalization. In 
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short, they try to define “distinct stages” (Schmid 2011:1) through which actors have to pass. Thus, 

Moghadam (qtd. in Ibid:219) presumes six steps of violent radicalization, for which he uses the metaphor 

of a six-storey building. Another, a four-step theory, tries to encompass empirical observations at work in 

the radicalization process. Its authors, Silbner and Bhatt, stress four steps with reference to jihadi-Salafi 

ideology. (as qtd. in Ibid:1) Therefore, though these schemes are too neat for the complex process of 

terrorism, they can also show that, in spite of the differences in place and time, there is “a remarkable 

consistency in the behaviors and trajectory of each of the plots across all the stages” (Ibid:219), which can 

be well seen in Updike’s novel. 

4. Literature and Life: On the Porous Boundary 
To define the position of literature research among all sorts of academic, scientific and practical studies is 

also provocative. Let us say, first of all, any deed “of the collective human soul” (Friedell 1953:11) 

requires an inclusive and wide-ranging view of both man and his actions, as usually given in literature and 

arts. After all, who else but the poet, Dante, (Ibid) has given us a more competent picture of the Middle 

Ages? Lessing also stresses, on more than one occasion, that “there is no doubt fiction makes a better job 

of the truth” (Under My Skin 314).” It is commonplace that writers of fiction draw in myriad ways on the 

facts of their personal experiences, and may, at times, base their characters to a greater or lesser degree on 

actual people. (Rubenstein 2014:1) Likewise, they draw on events, circumstances, and conversations they 

have shared with actual people in order to construct imaginative versions of experiences (Ibid: 2). This 

process of transformation of the “raw material” of actual experience into imaginative literature positions 

writing “on the porous boundary between fact and fiction” (Ibid).  

4.1. Of Fiction and Facts 
Like the father of New Journalism, Tom Wolfe, and his followers stated, contemporary phenomena 

need to be explored in their “ambiguities and complexities”, for which fact-based writings do not feel 

adequate. This is also the case with the writings about terrorism. The phenomenon is felt to be too 

formatted, insufficiently experienced and felt. In making up for these deficiencies, literature may give a 

more completely in-depth version in a variety of its forms. Of them all, three are chosen as study samples. 

4.2. A Meditation Upon a Good Terrorist 
Many times have critics remarked how Lessing drew from her personal experience, most of all, her 

leftist or even communist leanings, for a certain period of time (before she grew disappointed with 

Stalinism). When she wrote The Good Terrorist she probably had in mind her experience with the leftist 
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ideology, leftist intellectuals and, in general, political activism. The protagonist she constructed in the 

novel is a girl named Alice (Mellings), very much evoking another Alice, that of the wonderland, with 

whom she has much more in common than just a name. Just like Alice’s wonderland, Lessing’s Alice in 

XX c. Britain, or, more precisely, London, can also effectuate changes, to herself and her surroundings, 

which makes her a wonder in the real land (unlike the other Alice, who is real in a strange land). 

Alice is a wonder because she is full of energy (though of hate, following Lessing’s oxymoronic 

discourse) and zeal to transfigure her immediate surroundings, namely, a series of squatter communities 

she joins. Moving from one decrepit house to another, all marked for demolition, she invests her energy 

into trying to restore them and make them habitable and decent – as something she is exceptionally good 

at. And so is she in her dealings with official bureaucratic institutions, state officials and the police. In an 

otherwise repulsive middle-class world, as she perceives it, she manages to maneuver and manipulate all 

of them, including her own family. And, most important of all, she uses numerous efforts to establish, 

within the freshened-up, painted and functioning house, a community or family of her fellow comrades, 

lumpen. She cooks, consoles, heals, and loves them, as befits a good Alice. 

At the same time, in the oxymoronic structure of the whole book (and not just the title), Alice, in many 

ways, fits into some of the socio-psychological or, rather, pathological profiles of a terrorist. Concerning, 

for example, the motivational scheme given in Smelser’s book, Alice is, in her attitudes to Britain and 

London of her time, a subversive and dissenting element. In the context of the leftist ideology, Alice is, 

however, never a fighter; rather, she is a manipulator who subverts rather than struggles for – which makes 

her a terrorist. As for psychological motives (personality traits and types of inner conflicts that press 

toward extreme or violent behavior), Alice illustrates what psychologists would describe (Akhtar, 

1999:310) as a “terrorism-prone individual”, who can be easily pushed over the edge by a trigger from the 

environment (Akhtar 2002:90). She is a deeply traumatized person (Ibid) due to traumas in childhood 

(broken home), clashes with parents, schools, employers, civil servants as signs of rebelliousness and anti-

authoritarianism. These transform into narcissism and megalomania in the permanent repetition of the 

process of rebuilding home(s) by creating a group not of ideologists (that she has, after all, not much 

affinity for) but of camaraderie born out of a common sense of grievance and deprivation. 

At the same time, as typical for a bi-polar personality, Alice uses ideology as a rationale for her 

irrational outbursts of uncontrollable anger, rage or – very indicatively – explosions of hatred and 

frustration. This turns a presumably “good” person into a “terrorist.” On the spur of the moment, she 
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resorts to violence and crime: she destroys, steals, lies. She, without any bombs or arms, attacks those who 

she finds have betrayed her: her father, her mother, her community. Thus, she turns into a terrorist impelled 

toward violence by psychological forces that are, at some level, beyond calculation, and the reasons she 

gives for her actions (including explaining them as “calculated”) are treated as justifications of the acts 

she is compelled to commit. (Smelser 2007:94) 

The doubleness is emphasized from the very onset of the house/community restoration story. Alice 

despises her middle class environment, a cozy world of presumed safety, work and goodness while, at the 

same time, she longs for it: 

This scene of suburban affluence and calm provoked in her a rush of violent derision, like a secret 
threat to everything she saw. At the same time, parallel to this emotion and in no way affecting it, 
ran another current, of want, of longing. (Lessing 1985:20) 

Even her comrades, though enjoying everything she gives them and everything she does for them, 

consider her not a true revolutionary since “we are not here (...) to make ourselves comfortable. We aren't 

here for that.” (Ibid:9) Underneath the role of the leftist-terrorist, she is a young middle-class girl longing 

for love, companionship, family. This undercurrent is hidden beneath the everyday self, one of the many 

she possesses in the novel. Not only Alice but almost each of the presumed terrorists possesses several 

selves, several ways of speaking, several roles to play. It is in their portraits that Lessing's irony culminates: 

instead of ideologically-devoted and committed revolutionaries or ideologues, Alice and her comrades 

are a bunch of social psychopaths, frustrated and angered (even not so) young people who are too 

traumatized to be anything but destroyers of the community. Lessing, thus, proves to be an excellent 

terrorist herself. Almost every other sentence is ironical, with undertones indicating the other side of the 

masquerading community of (good) terrorists. Everything about them is a failure: they fail as friends, as 

lovers, and... as terrorists... all of them but Lessing in her sharp criticism of the alternative as a presumed 

youth culture. Hence, it is no wonder when Alice, at the very end, finds herself torn between two real and 

powerful forces threatening to destroy her: symbolically denoted as the police and the IRA. They are to 

put her childish flirtations with terrorism to a tragic end: it is either her police side that will put an end to 

her good commitments or it is her destructive side that will blow her up into pieces. 

 To conclude, what Lessing’s ironical twists and turns with the concept of terrorism do, ultimately, is 

that they show the point where literature matches life: to the acceptable schemes of the terrorist profiles, 

Lessing adds questioning and re-questioning, ambiguity, doubt, subversion.  
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4.3. Updike’s Psychosocial Realism: The Devils, „My God“ and „Me“  
In his novel, Terrorist, Updike uses the terrorist scheme already known in many psycho-social studies, 

the one that gathers together relevant aspects of the phenomena in order to construct an imaginative, 

fictional version of the terrorist. The final outcome is a presumed literary psychodrama of terrorism as a 

personal experience within a certain cultural context. 

 Updike's focus is on the radicalization of personality toward suicidal terrorism. This complex process 

involves a “human transformation, of a psychopolitical passage in time from normal to extranormal 

behavior” (Sprinzak 1991:12). It is conditioned by three main factors: personality traits, the culture liable 

to causing alienation and violence, and personal commitment. To this we should add ideology as a 

powerful controlling instrument. Its scheme in the novel comprises only a few elements that are sufficient 

enough, and effective enough, for winning what appears to be the crucial battle in the terrorist 

psychodrama: that for the mind of the actor. Namely, the scheme comprises: a doctrine, a spirit leader 

(Shaikh Rashid), and a practical instructor-facilitator. They form a challenge for a selected disciple 

(Ahmad), who is supposed to perform a sacramental act, i.e. a suicidal terrorist act. 

As for the disciple’s personality traits: he is a youth of a flexible and impressionable personality. To 

this we should add sensitivity, intelligence, individualism, reticence, seriousness, difficulties in 

communication, shyness, existentialist angst, a feeling of being an outsider due to a dysfunctional family, 

lack of friends, etc. In a word, Updike’s Ahmad is almost “ideal” material for a “terrorist.” He is in his 

teens, which is, in itself, a critical period, marking the transition from childhood to adulthood.  

Ahmad is surrounded by a culture “liable to causing alienation”, a dysfunctional cultural ambience 

that precedes ideological inculcation. Much in the same way as Alice, Ahmad feeds his ego on the “dirt,” 

“stink”, and moral degradation of his surroundings, this time American. It is constructed as liable to 

develop social evil, i.e., it is enabling in the sense that it comprises many factors that contribute to the 

weakening of the environmental immunity. The American wastescape is a morally and culturally tainted 

society of scarcely any spirituality, devoid of values, and any dream worth living for. The place which 

used to be called New Prospect is economically ruined: increasing poverty leads to crime and drug-

trafficking, etc. 

Once in the hands of a powerful ideologue and a practical trainer, Ahmad’s resentment turns to a 

rejection of his surroundings. This leaves behind a vacant place in his mind, which is increasingly filled 
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with “pure faith”, its values against materialism, a consumer's spirit and body cult of his generation and 

his time. Like he says: 

I look around me, and I see slaves—slaves to drugs, slaves to fads, slaves to television, slaves to 
sports heroes that don't know they exist, slaves to the unholy, meaningless opinions of others 
(Updike 2006:42)  

Hence, the general cultural climate, as indicated by many analysts, produces a compatible type of 

personality. Moreover, Ahmad’s social origins reveal his disrupted family (typically, without a father or 

father-figure), loneliness, and alienation in school and outside it, feelings of insecurity, inferiority, in a 

word, of being the Other. Following Sprinzak’s theory (McAllister et al. 2011:218), his transformation 

begins with a “crisis of confidence”, when he feels abandoned and disillusioned about the whole 

community, from family through school to other faiths (his mother being described as a fallen Catholic). 

In the phase comprising conflict of legitimacy that assumes opposition between the presumably pure and 

presumably impure systems of faith versus society, Ahmad learns how to merge all his frustrations into a 

condemnation of the whole system. This includes all those who belong to it, thus deleting the category of 

innocent victims.  The whole system is demonized up to the point when the condemnation can now take a 

reverse turn and can relate to all its individual members with no moral barriers. In this phase of 

dehumanization, as stated by Sprinzak, dehumanization breeds violence (Ibid). Namely, if the whole 

system is perceived as dehumanized, then there is no reason to single out one individual. This is even 

more so when the individual leaves behind his old, everyday self, and takes on his heavenly one, a better 

and idealized selfhood.  

 That, however, not all humanist principles have been swept away from the young man can be 

witnessed on the last pages of the novel. Ahmad, finally ready to perform a suicidal act, decides to give it 

up for humanist reasons, and all with the support of his Jewish school counselor, Jack Levy. Only a look 

at the children who would have died in the given explosion is enough to prevent bloodshed, which 

confirms Updike’s resumed thesis about humanism as a more vital force than any of the accessible 

ideologies.  

Yet, the question still remains whether Ahmad is, in the final scene, fully deprogrammed and able to 

once again face total void, or if he has found a true God in giving up his martyr role. This poses another 

big question when it comes to the portrait of the terrorist: who has finally won the mind? Updike gives us 

a glimpse inside Ahmad’s mind – but with no definite conclusion. 
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All around them, up Eighth Avenue to Broadway, the great city crawls with people, some smartly 
dressed, many of them shabby, a few beautiful but most not, all reduced by the towering structures 
around them to the size of insects, but scuttling, hurrying, intent in the milky morning sun upon 
some plan or scheme or hope they are hugging to themselves, their reason for living another day, 
each one of them impaled live upon the pin of consciousness, fixed upon self-advancement and 
self-preservation. That, and only that. These devils, Ahmad thinks, have taken away my God. 
(Updike 2006:176) 

In his construct, Updike applies the radicalization algorithm which turns a presumed complex 

personality into a pathological one-dimensional zealot with narcissist obsessions and a sense of safety and 

security provided by a commitment to ideology (in this case Islam). In the centuries otherwise marked by 

struggles for hegemony among a plethora of ideologies, such a step-by-step analysis of one young man's 

decision to turn into a suicide bomber should be a precious study worth careful examination and not just 

one-sided criticism from the standpoint of ideological exclusiveness, which only prolongs the ongoing 

rivalry, tensions, and conflicts among the leading powers. 

4.4. Fact and Fiction United: About Mirza and not only Mirza 
Any theorist of literature would consider the structure of Imamović's novel as starlike. It has its focus, 

the lifestory of a Bosnian Muslim, Mirza Kasumović, the narrator’s childhood and school friend, who, at 

one point, goes to Syria to fight for the Islamic State (ISIS). In an attempt to flee from it, he gets caught 

in Wien and is brought back to Bosnia as a presumed terrorist sentenced to several years in prison. The 

narrator-journalist visits him occasionally and interviews him, both as part of his duty and, even more, out 

of a personal interest in many things related to Mirza, his family background and lifestory, in general, 

with a special emphasis on the most intriguing aspect of the whole thing, radicalization. 

To explain it (but not to justify it), the narrator uses all sorts of material, from his own autobiographic 

details, memories and impressions via other people's opinions (intellectuals, philosophers, fellow 

journalists) to bits and fragments from Bosnian and foreign papers. The mosaic is filled with cultural-

scapes from pre-(Yugoslav)-war Bosnia, during the Yugoslav wars and after, the whole time introducing 

different perspectives and never allowing his story to take one single perspective. Imamović, undoubtedly, 

shares Tom Wolfe’s dissatisfaction with merely factual approaches, styles and devices.47 Introducing 

himself as a columnist, thus already confirming a special status of this kind of journalism which allows 

 
47 “Wolfe improvised his new journalism out of a frustration experienced while working within the limits of newspaper 
conventions” (Hellman 1981:1) 
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for subjective commentaries, Imamović announces an in-depth version or Talese’s larger truth (see Note 

9).  

In its structure, Imamović’s novel is closer to Updike’s; unlike Lessing, whose story is fictional yet 

based on her personal experience, Updike’s seems to be founded on social sciences studies. Imamović 

relies on media: his first-person narrative tries to use the available journalist means in order to construct 

his story48 – which means that he consciously takes a middle-ground between literature and journalism,49 

never discarding one for the sake of the other, thus combining the credibility of journalism with self-

reflection.50 This mélange is further confirmed by the choice of the genre – a postmodern collage made 

up of cut-ups, interviews, commentaries.  

If all this can be regarded as the “journalist” or “factual” side of Imamović’s work, the “literary” one 

is implied in several “literary devices” (as Wolfe would call them). First of all, there is something which 

lacks in Lessing’s and Updike’s novels: a personal and subjective point of view. We regard Mirza, his life 

story, and his fate from the perspective of one who is the whole time building his own story in step with 

that of Mirza’s. For instance, as the story unfolds, we learn about the rain disturbing traffic in Sarajevo, 

just as we learn how Mirza is longing for it after his long absence from Bosnia (thus establishing rain as 

a metonymy for home). The blending of the narrator’s rain and that of Mirza’s launches another motive 

in the novel: that of the narrator’s defining the “normalcy” of his childhood and youth in order to measure 

Mirza’s deviation from it (in accordance with Sprinzak’s thesis). Moreover, blending requires certain 

choices and the narrator makes them as he moves along, using, again as Wolfe would suggest, literary 

devices such as subjective time, jumps and cuts, reminiscences and flashbacks, as well as flashes forward, 

thus creating a structure that loosely turns around the factual backbone of the narrative. We learn about 

 
48 Meaning Imamović is using available journalist devices: reporting facts through scenic description and dramatic 
dialogue or through tape recordings of their conversations. But, as felt by many journalists and writers, these tools were 
felt to be inadequate for rendering a more complete experience. 
49 This surely indicates some difficulties regarding the definition of this kind of form. This becomes obvious when we 
come across, for instance, Gay Talese’s assertion in the preface to Fame and Obscurity, a collection of his new 
journalistic work, “the new journalism, though reading like fiction, is not fiction. It is, or should be, as reliable as the 
most reliable reportage although it seeks a larger truth. ...”. (qtd. in Hellman 1981: 3)  
50 This would be another version of New Journalism; in America it produced many fabulated narratives, as Tom Wolfe 
states his wish to “go beyond the limitations of conventional journalism” (Hellman 1981:1), turning the factual into 
drama, and the novel turning the personal into the (literary) universalistic; at the other end would be Imamović's novel, 
which uses journalist devices to deconstruct the journalistic structure (the presumably general, the cliché, the 
stereotypical) and reshape it into the individual and the personal – and the most memorable experience, for that matter, 
if for nothing else, then for careful balancing between the two worlds, that of journalism and of literature.  
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Mirza’s deprivation of things which were “normal” in the past days of Tito’s Yugoslavia (sea holidays, 

good schooling, family troubles, etc.). By the fact that Mirza poses questions to the interviewer, meaning 

that he is as much interviewer as interviewee, the narrator preserves the two of them in a narrative balance, 

preventing any one of them from taking a superior or inferior position (either socially, religiously, 

culturally) and, hence, preventing any opportunity for value judgments. Finally, the leading idea is 

launched, in the first interviews, in the phrase that Mirza repeats, “Ti ne razumiješ” (“You don’t 

understand”), which calls for more profound approaches, more honest attempts at understanding whatever 

has happened not just in the minds of the protagonists but also on the world stage, on which they were 

doomed to perform their saddest roles. 

Two (and many other) interwoven perspectives in Imamović’s novel clearly show the complexity of 

the debated phenomenon. Toward the end of the novel, the journalist-narrator is warned that his portrait 

of Mirza is given within too many contexts; this wider picture, he is reminded, may lead to empathy. 

Mirza, he is warned, should be approached on his own – but, as it happens, this can also turn the book into 

a study of a private pathology eliminating the impact of the dysfunctionality in society at large. And it is 

exactly the social pathology that breeds Mirza and those like him. Thus, by intertwining various story 

lines, Imamović illuminates not one single personality but the many different networks it is tied to. The 

truth about Mirza's activities is in the all-inclusive mosaic of things, from Bosnia to Syria, from 

Yugoslavia to Syria, from Srebrenica to Zenica, in a wide, sweeping movement that takes with it Mirza's 

story, as well as many others. 

5. Conclusion: Signifiers of the Inner 
British novelist, Iris Murdoch, points to a thin red line separating non-fiction and fiction, that is, showing 

us where science ends and life begins. Thus, though we collect and study the data related to “discrete 

actions”, we still like to go deeper than that, as Murdoch suggests,  

that when we want to know what someone is like we are not concerned only with discrete actions, 
but with ‘something more elusive which may be called their total vision of life … the texture of a 
man’s being or nature of his personal vision.’ In other words we are interested in how people 
think and feel about the world and other people; we need to know something about their inner life, 
about ‘who they are’ and what matters to them, before we can make a judgment. It is these 
signifiers of the inner which we seek in order to know a ‘person’s ‘moral nature’ or ‘moral being’. 
(qtd. in Brecher, 2010:8) 

This seems to be a possible aim of the literature of terrorism: to present us with the “inner” side of a person 

(potential terrorist), i.e., those signifiers of the inner which would lead us to a more profound 
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understanding of who they are. This is not so easy:  life, especially that of the terrorist, always seems far 

away from us, from our daily routines and realities. Even literary techniques seem to prove it. For 

Lessing’s technique relies on quite a detached attitude that satire anyway requires in order to preserve its 

predominantly intellectual attitude. Something similar stands for Updike’s method of a narrative distance 

needed for the monologues on ethical, theological, and intellectual issues by his alter ego, Levy. Only 

Imamović seems to be inclined to bring us closer to the person in question – with no intention, presumably, 

to justify or excuse him, but rather to make us see, in his face, reflections of our own.  
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THE FAMILIAR LETTER AND ITS GENERIC BOUNDARIES 

Abstract  
The aim of this paper is to investigate the nature and generic properties of the familiar letter in literature 

overall, and more specifically in XIX c. Macedonian literature. In the absence of more detailed accounts, 

I strive to analyse the character of the Miladinov brothers’ epistolary, in order to re-examine the questions 

of factuality, fiction, and the development of fictional discourse in the realm of diverse historical accounts 

originating in this period. According to the immanent sociological approach of Hans Robert Jauss, which 

I have previously explained in other articles on a similar topic, I will try to underline the sociological 

dimension of the familiar letter as a genre, and set it into an appropriate historical perspective. The results 

of this research should also enable a more diverse approach to this period of Macedonian literature, as 

well as provide an overview of its specific position in the world literary complex. It is expected that this 

analysis will also bring about questions of creativity and its specific status in the light of tradition and 

modernity.  

Keywords: familiar letter, Miladinov brothers, fictional discourse, genre, creativity 

1. Epistolary tradition as a unique historical phenomenon 
In order to demonstrate how the epistolary tradition developed in a certain national context, i.e. in 

Macedonia, we are impelled to examine the problem of the epistolary tradition in a broader European 

genre framework. The beginning of the epistolary tradition and its popularity can be traced as early as 

Cicero’s letters, i.e. in the so-called “neglegentia epistolarum”. These letters actually pinpoint the 

difference between epistolary discourse and rhetorical prose (Mills Todd III, 1999, p. 19) throughout the 

main specifics of letter writing – its common, everyday language (“the language of conversation”). Ever 

since its beginnings, the epistolary discourse has been underlined by its intimate and familiar 

communication, elements that highlight various different generic properties of the epistolary novel. This 
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aspect can also be seen as a kind of overstepping into the boundaries of the essay; even though the essay’s 

unique nature can be understood exclusively in terms of its problematic/scientific language. The problem 

of intimate conversation can also be seen in Seneca’s and Pliny’s works, as representatives of the Roman 

epistolary tradition. 

There are many sorts of letters. But there is one unmistakable sort, which actually caused letter 
writing to be invented in the first place, namely the sort intended to give people in other places any 
information which for our or their sakes they ought to know... There are two other sorts of letters 
which I like very much, one intimate and humorous, the other serious and profound (Cicero, apud 
Mills Todd, 1999, p.19).  

In  Imperial Rome, the cultivation of this genre was executed by different means. Firstly, the intention of 

writing and reading the letter was primarily intrinsic, a kind of practice performed in circles of intimate 

friends. Soon afterwards, these letters were made popular by professional copyists, who enabled their 

circulation among people that did not belong to that social class or social/political circle. For Mills Todd, 

Demetrius was the key figure of this period. He made several points about the epistolary style that served 

as guidelines for everyone wishing to engage in this kind of communication. Demetrius clearly 

differentiates between philosophical and epistolary discourse, underlining that the latter should not be a 

philosophical treatise, resembling the form of epistolary discourse (Demetrius, 1902, p. 177). A letter 

should be constructed in such a way that we feel liberated to discern its proper subject and its expulsion 

of unnecessary or inappropriate content. These aspects enable letter writing to be seen as a mixture of two 

incompatible and different styles – the elevated (graceful) and the ordinary (plain) style. Mills Todd states 

that the highest point in epistolary development can be seen after its didactic use in the Latin Middle Ages, 

namely in the period of the Renaissance. Erasmus is one of the first authors who enabled the development 

of a certain form of fictionality in letters, especially since “the Humanist, like the Ancient, made letter 

writing a self-conscious act” (Mills Todd, 1999, p. 22).   

A relatively different approach to the problem of epistolarity can be seen in Thomas O. Beebee’s treatise 

about epistolary fiction and its tradition from the XVI to the XIX century. He underlines the fact that in 

Greek and Roman antiquity, the epistolary genre was viewed as a conversation, which clearly indicates 

the impossibility of differentiating these works from everyday dialogue and perceiving them as separate 

genre. This statement can be revised, since Demetrius already indicated the difference between dialogue 

and letter writing. However, O. Beebee illustrates this fact by using Alexander Pope’s term “talking on 

paper” (O. Beebee, 1999, p. 1).  The XVIII c. century understanding of the significance of letter writing 
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also purports this statement – Oratory is seen as a mother of two daughters: the noble literary discourse, 

and the letter writing, which is observed as pragmatic and informative discourse. This analogy irrevocably 

illustrates the necessity of a literary background for the proper understanding of the letters, which are not 

separate from the literary tradition. 

 Consequently, we can trace the birth of the epistolary novel in literary salons of  XVII c. France, designed 

to shape literary taste and envisage the readership through the practice of public reading of the letters. 

Throughout this process, we also witness the (trans) formation of the epistolary genre, since it did not 

confine itself to private matters anymore, circulating among salon peers. The epistolary tradition in France 

is the most developed, because its relationship with several political movements from this period 

transformed it into an active tool for enhancing  social communication (Tarle, 1982, pp. 264-272). Life in 

famous salons, which stimulated social exchange and development, can be seen through the classicistic 

concept of conversation, understood as an exchange of ideas and a sort of enjoyment. On the other hand, 

this period in Germany can be seen in the light of political ambiguity, and that is the reason why diary and 

similar works prevail in this region. Letter writing is something that can, and should, be seen as 

geographically and culturally specific.   

Significant effort has been made to properly distinguish the types of letter writing and their unique 

properties. Mills Todd proposes the English term “familiar”, a word that derives from the Latin familiaris, 

which means “friendly”, a notion that has been used since the XVIII century (1999, p. 8). This kind of 

letters reveals not only the writer’s character, but also the quality of a friendly exchange of ideas and 

valorizations. Todd highlights the author’s persona as a main element of letter exchange. Additionally, he 

adds several other aspects of the genre “familiar letter”: discernible interest in literature and friendship, 

specific play with words, and descriptions made in literary style, as well as mild verbal lasciviousness.  

A similar elaboration of the term “familiar” can also be noted in Mikhail Bakhtin’s typology of speech 

genres, which are actually verbal patterns, available to every human being. They are the means for learning 

everyone’s mother tongue (Bakhin, 2000, pp.84-85). Bakhtin proposes the classification of primary and 

secondary genres, viewed as a distinction between the simple (protean) and the complex. Primary genres 

can be basically seen in almost every form of everyday communication, as well as in simple literary 

dialogues, sermons, etc. Complex genres are primarily literary – the novel, drama, and every type of 

cultural communication, which also includes simple, colloquial forms. Furthermore, this classification is 

enriched with the differentiation between familiar and intimate genres. The latter are underlined by the 
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expressiveness of their discourse and the close relationship between the participants (namely, those that 

are used when we are communicating with family members). On the other hand, familiar genres are the 

types that successfully undermined the official culture of the church in the Middle Ages, subversive and 

specified by their constant effort to impose their social power over the dominant cultural voices. In this 

context, we can add that generic exclusivity of familiar genres can be seen in the light of their specific 

structure that enhances the dialogical contact between the writer and the reader, implied or not. 

2. Theoretical framework of epistolary discourse  
Some of the most profound ideas about the nature and the elements of what the term “discourse” 

designates were made by the French linguist Emile Benveniste. His well-elaborated theory can be 

summarized by depicting the two basic elements of each discourse – speaker or writer (“I”), and its 

addressee, or the reader (“You”) (Benveniste, 1974, pp. 82-83). Benveniste thoroughly investigates their 

interchangeable position, which is also a sign of their mutual connectedness, stating that the writer in one 

instance can easily become a reader in the next, and vice versa. This kind of relationship is also underlined 

by the very nature of discourse itself, since it is clearly differentiated, on the linguistic level, from speech 

as a grammatical phenomenon (Benveniste, 1975, p. 33). Taking into account the active position of each 

element of the discursive act, Benveniste actually proposes a different kind of linguistics, more 

pragmatically and sociologically oriented. 

 Emile Benveniste’s statements are a kind of methodological basis, on which Janet Gurkin Altman 

theoretically analyses the problem of epistolarity. She envisages three characteristics of epistolary 

discourse: specific relationship of the “I” and its partner; present tense, as a formal ground on which past 

and future events come into being; and the so-called “temporal polyvalence”, where the difference 

between the moment of writing/reading of the letter and the actual time of the events can be discerned. 

Through the simple observation of the nature of a letter, we can become aware of the stability and the 

fixity of the proposed writer of such text, and its necessary connectedness with the reality of the 

addressee’s existence. One major characteristic of their relationship is the fact that this addressee (the 

“You”) in the text can be clearly observed, it is not something that requires additional analysis, since it is 

actually a product of the existence of that “I” in the text. This idea can be demonstrated by Gurkin 

Altman’s statement that “to write a letter is to map one’s coordinates – temporal, spatial, emotional, 

intellectual – in order to tell someone else where one is located at a particular time” (1982, p. 119). 

Throughout the classical example of epistolary fiction, namely The Portuguese Letters, Gurkin Altman 
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underlines the kind of loving relationship between “I” and “You” in the process of writing letters, 

indicating the suspense and the necessity for proper answer. 

On the other hand, the vividness of this unusual relation can be depicted by the constant presence of “the 

writer’s reference point”. In this respect, Gurkin Altman clearly points out to several generic differences 

between the letter and the memoire, especially since the memoire’s main characteristic is the active use 

of preterit, or past tenses in general. This kind of alteration between “Erzählzeit” (time of narration) and 

“erzählte Zeit” (narrated time), made clear by Käte Hamburger (Hamburger, 1976) and other literary 

critics, actually depict the way present tense is irrevocably connected to past or future. This effective 

interdependence can also be seen through Gurkin Altman’s explanation of “temporal polyvalence”, thus 

shedding light on the various ways by which the time of writing and reading the letter can activate diverse 

aspects of memory. It is the constant process of making the past present, or the illusion of the present 

moment that makes the epistolary genre unique and innovative. The importance of temporal framing, as 

well as the writer-reader relationship, can be seen through the specific case of fictional letters, especially 

in cases when this relation is relative. If the context is empty, the actual and the proposed reader can only 

rely on editorial notes, or some enigmatic allusions or statements. 

3. Macedonian literature and the laboured development of its genres  
The Macedonian XIX century is one of the most specific and problematic periods in the development of 

Macedonian literature, and culture overall. We take this century as a starting point of what can be called 

“new” or modern literature, since it is clearly something different from the church literature that develops 

in the Middle Ages. Geographically and politically, Macedonia in the XIX century is still under the same 

cultural influences that prevailed in the former periods (they also pinpoint its specific position within the 

Ottoman Empire). These circumstances determined its literary development, and point to the reasons for 

its modest literary production. The prominent critic and literary historian, Naume Radichevski, analyses 

this situation from a literary-historical point of view, and claims that at the beginning of the XIX century, 

“we discern more vivid twitches from the former Byzantine centers, and now more aggressively-toned 

Greek cultural centers, as well as a more active turn towards the closer and more distant Slavic regions” 

(Радически 2012, p. 9). The progress of Macedonian literature is clearly hindered by its unique position 

in the Ottoman Empire, which can also be seen through the two parallel processes, or two literary 

generations (Поленаковиќ 1989a, p. 7). Namely, Macedonian literature until the 1850s is actually quite 
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different from the one that develops in the next decades, since the elements of church sermons begin to 

diminish and we witness a true process of creating a specific form of authorship. 

In one of our previous texts on this topic (Тасевска 2019), we have made an attempt to clearly classify 

prose genres in XIX c. century Macedonian literature. This kind of undertaking is actually a problematic 

one, since it presupposes a proper understanding of what Hans Robert Jauss calls “the historical notion of 

continuity”. This phrase implies that in every cultural system there is a mutual development, as well as a 

successiveness of genres, a fact that does not always involve the notion of evolutionism. In the analysis, 

called a “commutational probe”, Jauss illustrates the differences between the medieval epic, the novel, 

and the novella. According to this analogy, in XIX c. century Macedonian literature we can clearly 

differentiate the relationship between three specific genres originating from this period – the sermon 

(profane), the biography (autobiography), and the novella (short story) (Тасевска 2019, p. 313). Taking 

into account all the discrete elements of a certain literary act – the relationship between the author and the 

reader, style and form of discourse, the level of fictionality etc., in the Macedonian cultural context we 

can discern the profound connection between the folklore model of the world and the recently-created 

authorship of a specific kind. A proper example of this process can be illustrated by the background, on 

which the birth of the Macedonian short story took place. It generally consists of legends, fairy tales, and 

stories with religious and folklore themes. On the other hand, one truly important aspect of this process is 

the reception, which creates certain differences in the way literary works are created (and read). 

Consequently, we can note the specific didactic function of sermons, which throughout decades formed 

the historical point of view in (auto)biographies. It is the aspect of fictionality that develops most slowly 

and specifically in Macedonian literature, and its early impulses can be seen in Macedonian short novels. 

In Macedonian literature originating from this period, we can see the authors’ clear attempt to mark the 

historical background through letter writing. In Kiril Pejchinovik’s letters, which are more than an open 

dialogue with the key figures of this epoch, we become aware of the way his later literary works came 

into being. Namely, his specific style (attributes, foreign words, syntactic schemes, etc.) clearly developed 

in this process of constructing a form where factuality and literary discourse intersect. In one of his letters 

to prince Milosh, in the formal structure of this genre Pejchinovik introduces forms like “palaces of our 

language”, “palaces of someone else’s faith”, the Turkish word “gurbetluk” (‘staying abroad’), in order to 

manifest his spiritual alienation from the milieu he is living in. This kind of creative solitude is underlined 
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by his specific use of open polemics and irony, once again as an attempt to reflect his restless spirit and 

different style.  

On the other hand, the first traces of epistolary fiction in Macedonian literature can be noted as early as 

the end of the XX century (this statement is being presented after having consulted professor Vesna 

Mojsova-Chepishevska regarding this question, to whom I am most thankful). The delayed development 

of Macedonian literature is one of the reasons why there is a necessity for a thorough and detailed analysis 

of the epistolary genre. The first Macedonian epistolary novel East-West, which appeared in 2002, written 

by Jadranka Vladova and Nebojsha Knjezevic, represents the labored development of new generic forms 

in the Macedonian literary system (Tasevska Hadji Boshkova, 2017). We have argued that the epistolary 

novel impels the questions of fictionality, as something that can hardly be grasped in the letter form, since 

it questions our sense of referentiality (especially in this case, because here, once again, we are witnessing 

several familiar letters). This novel is presented in a playful mode, and the reader is constantly under attack 

of his own doubtful reasoning. There are several problems concerning the structure and the form of the 

presented reality in this novel, and in the familiar letter overall. The first one clearly deals with the 

unresolved reader’s position, which is manipulated and intentionally misled. The reader cannot judge as 

regards the verisimilitude of presented facts, although most of them refer to well-known facts and persons. 

On the other hand, the critic can only accept the fictional illusion and see letter writing through the main 

narratological terms. The extent to which fictionality and factuality are interconnected is an open question, 

and the reader’s common sense strives to unpuzzle it. The only way out of this maze is through the 

determination of the nature of letter writing fascination, which can only be approached by clearly stating 

the importance of this genre in a culturally- and nationally-specific literature. 

4. Letter writings by the Miladinov brothers  
The role of the Miladinov brothers in Macedonian cultural and literary history cannot be explained by 

simply putting their main works in a historical perspective. It is actually the dominant cultural context that 

enhances their activity. Dimitrija Miladinov’s education under Greek cultural influences in Struga and 

Ioannina makes him prone to diverse cultural contacts (Greek, Italian, French, etc.). From his important 

meeting with the Russian scholar Victor Ivanovich Grigorovich in 1845, Dimitrija changes his attitude 

towards Slavic culture and language. However, a significant turn in his lecturing style and political views 

can be seen as early as 1856 (Поленаковиќ, 1989b, p. 31), after his period of work in Herzegovina, 

Slavonia and Serbia. On the other hand, these circumstances also influence his brother’s education, which 
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can be seen in the light of Konstantin’s stay in Moscow, where he started his philological studies. If we 

put into perspective the activities of these two authors, we can note that Dimitrija is mainly a teacher who 

makes a huge impact on his brother’s development, while Konstantin is the most refined lyrical poet, and 

the inaugurator of true lyrical poetry in Macedonian literature. Both are significant cultural workers in the 

field of national enlightenment, arousing people’s consciousness about Macedonian Slavic and nationally 

different historical backgrounds. 

One of the main reasons why the analyses of epistolary genre are quite rare in Macedonian literary 

criticism, I argue, is the unresolved and specific position of factual and fictional in certain types of texts, 

since there are not enough profound sociological and cultural analyses of XIX c. century Macedonian 

literature. Macedonian writers from this period actually use letters to interact in different kinds of 

relationships, mainly political or ideological, with certain prominent figures, and this fact can be illustrated 

by different examples, originating from the beginning of the XIX century. However, the Miladinov 

brothers’ letter writings are a specific and vivid example of the existing ideological circle of co-workers, 

restlessly engaged in the process of national enlightenment, being executed by different means in the 

1850s. We should note that the Miladinov brothers’ letters were published by the Bulgarian Academy of 

Sciences in 1964, on the centenary of the first publication of the Miladinov brothers’ Anthology of Folklore 

Songs. 

One of the main aspects of their letter writings is the importance of the time of narration, since all of the 

letters envision a different historical background and point to a unique historical perception. In addition 

to this, it can be noted that in every instance we can see the writer’s endeavor to represent events as being 

simultaneous to the process of letter-writing, which is logically unobtainable. However, this kind of 

specific position of the writer can be noted in Dimitrija Miladinov’s letter to Alexander Egzarh, written in 

1852. Here, the use of direct speech does not diminish the effect of the reader’s momentary reaction to 

events as simultaneous, since we lose the sense of past events by accepting the past tense as a signal of 

mutual experience relived in a certain period of time. 

One Russian traveler, Viktor Ivanovich Grigorovich, professor in Kazan, was truly surprised when 
he saw Slavic books in Ohrid, in my birthplace Struga, in Prespa etc., since Europeans were not 
acquainted with us, the “Voulgaron”, and they perceived us as a nation of a different kind. When I 
was teaching students about Thucydides in Ohrid, Grigorovich cried out emotionally: “Oh, you 
are our brothers?” He could not believe that Slavic language is our mother tongue and our 
tradition (Трайков, 1964, p. 20). 
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In this context, we can see the writer’s intention to inform the factual reader (Egzarh) about the 

circumstances regarding education in Macedonia, as well as about the specific process of national 

enlightenment. The Greek expression “Voulgaron” in Bulgarian criticism is seen as a denomination for 

Bulgarians, but if we take into account the context in which Dimitirija uses this term, as well as its specific 

alterations – “Slavovulgaron”, “Slavovulgari”, we can understand the specific meaning of this word, 

which actually refers to the Slavic nature of people in Macedonia. Blaze Koneski depicts these labels as 

an effort to differentiate Macedonian language and culture from Greek language and culture, since in this 

historical epoch to say that something is Macedonian means that it belongs to the Greek culture (Конески, 

1987, pp. 17-18). We can use several subsequent statements by Dimitrija as an argument for this process. 

In several of his letters, Dimitrija writes about Eftim Dimzov, a son in the famous Dimzov family, stating 

that his origin is “Bulgarian”, in an attempt to indicate the specific position of Slavic people in the Ottoman 

Empire. Bulgarian critics underline the fact that Dimitrija talks about “Makedono-Bulgaria”, thus noting 

the connectedeness of these two regions. However, if we take into account the nature of Slavophilism as 

a dominant cultural movement in this period, the expression “Makedono-Bulgarian” or “Bulgaro-

Macedonian” obtains a different kind of meaning. It clearly refers to these friendly and collaborative 

peoples, who are not regarded as politically or culturally identical. Bulgarian critics, as well as the editor 

of the Miladinov brothers’ letters, Nikola Traikov, underline the significance of these terms in Dimitrija’s 

work to indicate the sameness of these two peoples regarding their national unity and cultural heritage. 

On the other hand, Blaze Koneski (1987, p. 17) explains this fact even more thoroughly, indicating the 

concurrent national movements in Macedonia and Bulgaria in this period, as well as the fact that the 

Greeks had used the term “Bulgarian” for centuries as a label for Christians, and this label was very active 

in people’s memory, regarding their medieval state as an integrative unit.   

Throughout these letters we can see the main figures of the Miladinov brothers’ ideological circle – friars 

from the Zograf monastery, Petar Ivanovich Sevastianov, the Robev brothers, Georgi Sava Rakovski, etc. 

All of these historical figures are representatives of the main spiritual and ideological horizon of the 

Miladinov brothers’ works and their activity, underlining the unique quality of Macedonian Slavic 

tradition. Haralampie Polenakovik (1989b, p. 310) depicts this process through one specific and most 

indicative historical fact – Vasil D. Cholakov’s letter to Franjo Rachki, two of the most important foreign 

figures in Macedonia. In this letter, the Bulgarian Cholakov affirms the fact that prior to publishing the 

Anthology of Folklore Songs he gave Konstantin almost one hundred songs from East Bulgaria, so that he 

could use the term “Bulgarian songs” in the title of his work. Additionally, most of Dimitrija’s letters are 
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written in Greek and they clearly demonstrate his intention to differentiate his country, Macedonia, from 

the alleged Greek region, since the European historical perspective of that time treated it as such (as well 

as the Greek Great Idea, which dominated in this region by their most influential church center, or the so-

called Fener in Constantinople). This statement can be seen in the light of Dimitrija’s specific use of the 

term “Macedonia”. Namely, in his letter to Petar Ivanovich Sevastianov, who was one of the most 

important historical figures in this period, Dimitrija uses the term “Macedonia” only when he is referring 

to “Voulgarian” songs, sent by him to one other prominent person in Macedonian Enlightenment, Stephan 

Verkovich (Трайков, 1964, p. 44). This reframing can also be seen through the very delicate use of this 

term by Dimitrija, usually when it is referring to something naturally connected with “Upper Bulgaria”, 

where “our fellows” live.     

A specific aspect of epistolarity is the writer’s effort to represent events as being lived or experienced in 

the present moment, that moment which should be revived in the reader’s consciousness. It is also a kind 

of imaginary act of evoking the future throughout past circumstances, or their temporal correlation with 

the present moment. This phenomenon can be seen in one of Dimitrija’s letters, which is actually retrieved 

from Rajko Zhinzifov’s biography of the Miladinov brothers. The writer of this letter, Dimitrija, expresses 

his gratitude to the citizens of Kukus (Kilkis), since they have summoned him to continue his teaching 

activity. However, this letter is written one year before his engagement in Kilkis, and transmits his 

fascination with the people’s aspiration to actively use the vernacular in their schools and studies. The co-

relation between past and future in present circumstances can be noted in the segments where Dimitrija 

points out to the effects of memory (or the act of remembering), considering all the aspects of the Slavic 

heritage in Macedonia (in Kostur/Kastoria, East Macedonia, Debarca, Ohrid, etc.). The structure of this 

letter conveys Dimitrija’s love towards the Russian language, as well as his consistent effort to re-affirm 

the necessity to differentiate Macedonian cultural heritage as specific and unique, something which is 

constantly undermined by Greek political and educational predominance. This fact is highlighted 

significantly in the writer’s consciousness and self-awareness, since he had actually learned the Slavic 

language just recently. 

I am jumping out of joy when I see your aspirations and love towards our mother tongue, 
especially since most of our youths and clerks have decided to learn Slavic language with 
devotion, so in a couple of months we will be able to hear the holy liturgy in our old language. 
Greeks hold you in contempt! You have your pride and you should make Slavs proud! Greeks 
reject our Slavic-Pelasgian language, one of the oldest and richest languages, calling it barbarian 
language! (Трайков, 1964, p. 39)     
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In several segments of this letter we can see the important “instrumental generative role” of the reader 

(Gurkin Altman, 1982, p. 88), structured and constructed by the writer. The effective, internal readers are 

actually those referred as “my loved ones”, close friends that are ideological points of resistance regarding 

the dominant cultural perspective. The liveliness of these letters conveys the absurd attempt to re-connect 

the time of experiencing the events (which is past) with the present moment, or the reality of letter writing. 

Also, it demonstrates Dimitrija’s future hopes and aspirations as present. Although there are no clear and 

unmistakable references or anticipations of Dimitrija’s future engagement in Kilkis, we are more than 

aware of this possibility, especially if his specific function as a people’s tribune is taken into account.       

In Macedonian and foreign literary criticism that follows Macedonian criticism’s main conceptions (for 

example, Goran Kalogera), Konstantin Miladinov is seen as one of the most nationally-conscious authors 

of this epoch. This conclusion can be derived from his biography, especially from the two events he 

experienced in the Ukraine, and more vividly from his letters, written in 1859 and addressed to Georgi 

Sava Rakovski. They started to exchange letters from the time when Rakovski wrote to Konstantin several 

times, although these letters have not been saved in the archives. Konstantin clearly affirms his ideas about 

the unstoppable process of national enlightenment, which is one of the main aspects of their friendly, 

familiar correspondence.  

On the other hand, his letters reveal several main figures of the Macedonian enlightenment, namely, 

Bulgarian cultural workers, underlined as close collaborators (e.g. Vasil D. Cholakov). The fact that these 

colleagues are represented as culturally different, close but not the same, can be illustrated by two 

examples. The first one is the expression “Macedonians”, which is the label that Konstantin uses to refer 

to the students who have recently arrived in Moscow. He also refers to “Macedonian songs”, collected 

and arranged by him, the ones that will be published in the Anthology several years later (Трайков, 1964, 

pp. 132). This affirmation of Macedonian ethnic and cultural otherness is, in fact, an attempt to underline 

the specific, common effort of the Macedonian and Bulgarian writers and critics of this period to regain 

political and social autonomy.  

The second example, which can also be found in the letters addressed to Rakovski, indicates Konstantin’s 

effort to underline the “graphic signs of Macedonian dialects”, as well as the fact that the Greeks call 

Macedonia “West Bulgaria”, in order to distinguish it. Later in this letter, Konstantin also uses this term 

and considers it a valid name of his country (Трайков, 1964, p. 138). All of these segments are intrinsically 
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reinforced by the writer’s lyrical soul, which constantly strives for a better future and expanded cultural 

horizons. 

We, the Macedonians, who recently arrived here, have received your letter, filled with honest and 
zealous love towards our country, with great content. Your acquaintance is a source of great joy 
and happiness for me. I have heard so much of your fearless attempts towards our common cause, 
of your efforts, which you gladly offer on the sacrificial altar of fatherland. Mr. Cholakov also told 
me about you; it is not long ago since I was willing to offer you a token of my friendship, and I 
think that it would not be useless, if all the patriotic “Bolgars”, connected under the flag of 
fraternal love, would have made a hurdle against elinisation (Трайков, 1964, p. 132). 

5. Letter writing as a phenomenon in Macedonian literature 
Macedonian literature is a very complex and specific whole, underlined by its heteronomy and interrupted 

historical development. This kind of disrupted run can also be seen in the light of its literary genres and 

generic properties. Generic uniformity is the least expected phenomenon, and we discern different genres 

that lack preliminary context or setting in which they develop consequently. The epistolary tradition had 

its pragmatic function, especially in XIX c. literature, and this is a well-known fact. However, we strive 

to demonstrate the different ranges of epistolarity, and its function, as a sign of existing circles of co-

workers, whose letters were not only of an informative kind. The phenomenon of letter writing is a specific 

kind of artistic experience, and it can clearly be differentiated from memoires, autobiographies, and the 

other forms of subjective writing by its unique property – the co-existence of “I” and “You”, without a 

shared space and time.  

 Literary criticism clearly differentiates factuality and fictionality as a proper signal of the mixed nature 

of the epistolary genre. However, taking into account the Miladinov brothers’ letters, we become aware 

of the sensitivity of this problem. On the one hand, we are dealing with historical figures whose writings 

cannot be drawn out of their primary context (i.e. the way the cultural process has developed in this 

specific historical continuity, when a certain nation had difficulties in fashioning its national and cultural 

unity). That is why the so-called “efferent reading” (Benton, 2009) actually rearranges the generic 

properties and we are compelled to regard these letters only as a means for historical analyses. However, 

in this paper we arrempted to illustrate the way these letters reaffirm their historical relevance through the 

specific use of certain literary devices. For example, it is clear that when Dimitrija Miladinov sends a letter 

to the citizens of Kilkis, it is more than an attempt to pursuade them to follow the pan-Slavic idea. Through 

the unusual style and the innovative position of the writer as a collaborator of these people, we are 

witnessing the birth of the familiar letter as a genre in Macedonian literature. Our analysis provides an 
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argumentation for the statement that when we talk about the familiar letter as a genre, we are not thinking 

exclusively about its style. The way the author sees or projects himself in a certain, socially-prescribed or 

imagined form, cannot be fully described in terms of stylistic properties. We argue that when it comes to 

letter writing in XIX c. Macedonian literature, what we see as a writer and an addressee in the text is 

clearly shaped by the way the historical position of a certain person is being recreated in the process of 

writing. The identity of the correspondents is also something that requires proper investigation, and the 

analysis of the generic properties of letter writing is a good starting point for the subsequent research into 

this problem. Undoubtedly, the fluctuating genre prescriptions in Macedonian literature is actually an 

advantage, since we are fully aware of the contemporary attempt to liberate criticism from the notion of 

genre overall (although we, ourselves, are not proponents of this idea).        
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Abstract 
George MacDonald's Phantastes remains one of the most important foundation stones in the field of 

modern mythopoesis. Bearing this in mind, the paper aims at providing an analysis of its specific view of 

nature and the way in which three manifestations of trees: the Ash, the Alder and the Beech, are shaped 

and used to convey a deeper understanding of the female principle (the ideal of motherhood above all), 

the distortion of nature, and the various aspects of the manifestation of love. Also, the paper will try to 

present the background and inspirational influences originating in myth, folklore and legend, as well as to 

establish direct parallels with specific literal predecessors that shaped MacDonald's unique novel.  

Keywords: nature, motherhood, trees, symbol, love 

1. Introduction 
Until 1858, George MacDonald regarded himself primarily as a poet – and rightly so, considering that his 

poetry was extremely well received: Oxford and Cambridge Magazine described him as a genius, Henry 

Holbrach's reviews emphasized Wordsworth-like magic in songs Light and Child-Mother, and W. D. 

Geddes compared his sonnets with Keats's, Milton's, Coleridge's, and even celebrated Shakespeare's 

accomplishments in the field. Yet, just like William Morris, MacDonald soon realized that for a literary 

professional with a modest income and a growing family, popular prose fiction represented a far more 

reasonable choice. Thus, on the basis of pragmatic financial logic, between December 1857 and January 

1858, the first novel gradually started emerging. 

Phantastes's subtitle unequivocally shows that the writer had in mind a slightly different concept than a 

typical fairytale story. Even during the initial contact, it easily becomes apparent that “A Fairy Romance 

for Men and Women” significantly deviates from the established patterns of literary form intended for 
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younger generations. Although based on similar symbolism and imagination, with the matching surface 

formulation and interior content, its components were skillfully combined in the laboratory of the author's 

dynamic productivity (the basic backbone was reportedly completed in about a month's work) and 

manifested so progressively that the ultimate result became a “haunting, provocative and disquieting novel 

that links the dreams of medieval romance with the new awakenings of the Victorian era and – in opening 

a long-lost door to the realm of Faerie – stands as a daringly challenging forerunner to the modern fantasy 

novel.” 51  

This type of story brings many unusual aspects to the fore, especially those regarding the use of wildlife. 

Thus, through the Ash, Alder and Beech, Phantastes forms a symbolism specific in many ways, at the 

same time providing a mirror, a magnifying glass, and a model for the reshaping of one's soul.  

2. Fairy Land dryads 
The unusual sequence of experiences, often viewed as the result of the subliminal influx into the author's 

conscious stream of thoughts, begins in the morning after Anodos's twenty-first birthday. A flashback to 

the events more similar to the dream than to things that preceded it, ends up in a much-desired encounter 

with the Fairy Kingdom: the young man walks into the forest getting denser and darker with every step, 

meets a girl and, after the direct but context-deprived warning, starts paying more attention to the things 

that surround him. This creates a clear opportunity for the emphasis of the separation between “real world” 

and “native” fauna: 

“No bird sang. No insect hummed. Not a living creature crossed my way. Yet somehow the whole 
environment seemed only asleep, and to wear even in sleep an air of expectation. The trees seemed 
all to have an expression of conscious mystery, as if they said to themselves, “we could, an’ if we 
would.” 52 

As a concrete manifestation of evil, the Ash gets introduced into the story during this unusual encounter 

under the treetops. The warning regarding who to trust and who not so much amongst the forest population 

raised certain suspicions that serious problems with at least one, but quite possibly both specified folklore 

creations, should be expected in the near future: 

 
51 MacDonald, G. & Worthing, M. (2015). Phantastes: George MacDonald's Classic Fantasy Novel. Sydney. Morning 
Star Publishing Pty, Limited. 
52 MacDonald, G. (2000). Phantastes, A Faerie Romance. Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
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“Trust the Oak,” said she; “trust the Oak, and the Elm, and the great Beech. Take care of the 
Birch, for though she is honest, she is too young not to be changeable. But shun the Ash and the 
Alder; for the Ash is an ogre – you will know him by his thick fingers; and the Alder will smother 
you with her web of hair, if you let her near you at night.” 53 

A short time after the initial forewarning tones within Anodos's dream in reality, the girl's mother readily 

offers the hospitality of her home, but not before inviting the wanderer to enter, advising him not say 

anything else because “the Ash is watching.” 54 Thus, like a storm that draws from afar, announced with 

the rolling of dark clouds and the loud roar of the wind, the goblin continues to position itself, growing 

and evolving towards meeting its full potential. Inside, with a certain dose of impatience and fear, the 

housewife will close the window pane with a large old book, using it as a barrier against the invisible evil. 

However, the Ash will not allow his presence to be denied and manifest itself again with sudden jerk of 

the bulky, deformed fist with long, knotted fingers. Finally, the threat leaves, not even trying to penetrate 

the protection of four mighty oaks in front of the cottage.  

Following an episode with small flower fairies, bursting with their neurotic nature, Anodos leaves the first 

hat. Walking along the path bounded on either side by lilies with slightly luminous petals, the young man's 

progression will lead him into the denser darkness and, thus, the more intense anxiety: 

“All this time, as I went through the wood, I was haunted with the feeling that other shapes, more 
like my own size and mien, were moving about at a little distance on all sides of me. But as yet I 
could discern none of them, although the moon was high enough to send a great many of her rays 
down between the trees, and these rays were unusually bright, and sight-giving, notwithstanding 
she was only a half-moon. I constantly imagined, however, that forms were visible in all directions 
except that to which my gaze was turned; and that they only became invisible, or resolved 
themselves into other woodland shapes, the moment my looks were directed towards them. 
However this may have been, except for this feeling of presence, the woods seemed utterly bare of 
anything like human companionship, although my glance often fell on some object which I fancied 
to be a human form; for I soon found that I was quite deceived; as, the moment I fixed my regard 
on it, it showed plainly that it was a bush, or a tree, or a rock.” 55 

With Anodos's question to himself: “Can it be possible that the Ash is looking for me? or that, in his 

nightly wanderings, his path is gradually verging towards mine?” 56 begins a somewhat longer and 

 
53 MacDonald, G. (2000). Phantastes, A Faerie Romance. Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
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55 Ibid. 
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certainly more ominous moment, characterized by direct confrontation with the malevolent creature. The 

sum of all fears, accumulated during previous experiences with the unknown, will culminate in a detailed 

depiction of terror, tension in each muscle and an attempt in vain to penetrate the nocturnal outlines with 

inapt human eyes. The overall impression is emphasized by nature itself: the clouds were slowly rising in 

the western sky and were already beginning to absorb the moon's rays, while in the depths of the forest 

trees became bigger and more massive. Then, as soon as the night before the storm becomes darker than 

usual, Anodos notices the same knotty arm (more precisely its outlines), and then a form of “the strangest 

figure; vague, shadowy, almost transparent, in the central parts, and gradually deepening in substance 

towards the outside”, the face of the corpse that resembled a vampire and the eyes “alive but without life 

[…], lighted up with an infinite greed.” 57 The scene turns to a panic flight, a fall among the roots of a big 

tree and, at the moment when all hope seemed extinguished by the force of horror, to the sudden salvation 

from “a gnawing voracity, which devoured the devourer.” 58 In the unexpected and inexplicably attractive 

arms of a woman whose soothing words, song, long arms and hair slowly become integral parts of a trance-

like vision, the young man engages in a motionless enjoyment of a special quality which, in its particular 

beauty, draws the reader even deeper in the story. 

An episode with the creature most closely described as a nymph of a beech tree (same as the Ash, 

MacDonald simply calls it the Beech) seems to be one of the most striking scenes “'tween wakefulness 

and the dream” 59, imbued with treads of allegory, lullaby and pain. A sigh from the Earth Spirit (“I may 

love him, I may love him; for he is a man, and I am only a beech-tree” 60) and a song sung to someone 

who will not be there tomorrow (“I saw thee ne’er before; I see thee never more; But love, and help, and 

pain, beautiful one, Have made thee mine, till all my years are done.” 61) exude such emotional power that 

the whole chapter turns into the backdrop of an uncompromising offering of oneself, the vibration of the 

force that, according to the writer, permeates the universe and binds two souls forever. In the dryad's 

protective embrace, the persecuted learns not only of his persecutor and the reasons for his emptiness, 

about the cruel fate that almost befell him, the ancient myth of the forest's human future and other secrets 

 
57 MacDonald, G. (2000). Phantastes, A Faerie Romance. Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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of plants, birds and flowers, but also sails towards the spring fields of his childhood and opal halo of the 

winter moon over snow-trimmed twigs. Like a magical well in which one can see a reflection of a future 

self, the Beech puts before the young wanderer the opportunity to understand then and there all that he 

will realize much later: that “love gives to him that loveth, power over any soul beloved, even if that soul 

know him not”, and that “in proportion as selfishness intrudes, the love ceases.” 62  

At the dawn, the Sleeper awakes under the Fletcher's mighty tree, whose branches and leaves continued 

the song from the previous evening (though it was no longer like a lullaby, but more like a goodbye). For 

a long time, motionless and unwilling to go, he listens to the sounds of the forest until the sun rises high 

in the sky; then, aware that his unfinished story should continue to its final end, he wraps his arms around 

the massive protector, kisses her and walks away.   

The human – dryad relationship remains the subject of many debates and interpretations. One line of 

theorists was inclined to include the Freudian or, more precisely, the Oedipus factor, building it primarily 

on the basis of the Nymph's “Why, you baby!” (said she, and kissed me with the sweetest kiss of winds 

and odours 63). Historically, examples of this type of btaonding were not uncommon in literary art: 

Aphrodite, a goddess whose 'true women' features (by ancient standards portrayed with curves and 

pronounced maturity), as well as caring for Adonis's safety and well-being, in some versions make her 

resemble a parent more than a lover of a boyishly beautiful young man. Taking into account MacDonald's 

views on similar issues, most researchers were inclined not to overemphasize this aspect and, like Robert 

Lee Wolff 64 or David Holbrook 65, based their opinions on accentuating the aspect of childhood trauma, 

interpreting the entire scene as a result of prolonged grieving and reconstruction of prematurely broken 

ties or, like Richard Reis 66 and William Reaper 67, favored Jung's interpretation of mythical symbolism 

and the collective unconscious. Colin Manlove, whose position represents a reconciliation of the 

aforementioned, otherwise not overly opposed views, notes that the nymph is just one among many 

 
62 MacDonald, G. (2000). Phantastes, A Faerie Romance. Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Wolf, Robert Lee. (1961). The Golden Key: A Study of the Fiction of George MacDonald. New Haven, Yale 
University Press. 
65 Holbrook, D. (2000). A Study of MacDonald and the Image of Woman George. New York, Edwin Mellen.     
66 Reis, R. (1972). George MacDonald. Woodbridge. Twayne Publishers.  
67 Reaper, W. (2015). The Gold Thread: Essays on George MacDonald. Michigan: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company. 



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 238 

manifestations of the maternal principle, hand in hand with figures whose attitude towards the main 

protagonist bears a subtly outlined affection. In his analysis of the problem, Manlove also draws attention 

to a very special moment – the moment of parting – that he interprets as a stage in the process of cutting 

an imaginary umbilical cord. 68 The proof that this idea is not completely unsupported, and that it does 

not appear only once, decidedly demonstrates the scene of unconditional forgiveness on the island with a 

small, pyramidal hut, where old woman with a living incarnation of “gentle light” 69 in her eyes and the 

face seemingly more ancient than one ever seen, leads her solitary existence. MacDonald portrays the 

scene of separation with a lot of emotions: 

“Then putting her arms around me, she held me to her bosom; and as I kissed her, I felt as if I 
were leaving my mother for the first time, and could not help weeping bitterly. At length she gently 
pushed me away, and with the words, “Go, my son, and do something worth doing”, turned back, 
and, entering the cottage, closed the door behind her. I felt very desolate as I went.” 70 

An almost identical form of oneness with the powerful and mysterious mother matrix can be found in the 

Beech's embrace. Therefore, while some of the most dangerous villains in the novel, such as the Alder or 

the Ogres of the Church of Darkness, seem to be the exception to the general rule, they essentially 

represent the result of potentiating a similar premise as in case of the Ash: evil, according to the writer, 

does not have its substance – on the contrary, it represents the inversion of virtue, its corruption caused 

by parasitizing on substance, as well as psyche. Thus, as in the case of Melkor (The Silmarillion), who has 

no power to create, but only to pervert, MacDonald's goblin is not a God-given physical tree, but its 

distorted, shadowy, hollow vision. In the same way, the feminine principle, like nature itself, embodies 

all goodness; certain exceptions remain a rare and atypical departure from, so to speak, magical spirituality 

of the female ideal. This magic, implied in the sentence spoken during the conversation in father's study 

room (“I dare say you know something of your great-grandfathers a good deal further back than that; but 

you know very little about your great-grandmothers on either side” 71) shows that, in the writer's mind, 

male ancestors symbolize the connection with the real, while the deeper and more mystical concept 

remains in the domain of the female; by immersing yourself in these hidden nuances of life, it is possible 

to discover the real truths, so elusive and so necessary for the human spirit to give purpose to its existence. 

 
68 Manlove, C. (1978). Modern Fantasy. London. Cambridge University Press. 
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Therefore, though not of the same intensity or even of an identical nature as in the case of the wise 

embodiment of all values and ideals, doomed to dwell under the dark waters of the sea, the unwillingness 

to leave the nymph, a person/being that readily accepts every sacrifice for the betterment of the other, 

pervades both stages of the journey towards the final union with âme noble, the universal source of all 

life. 

3. The Beech vs. the Alder/the Ash  
The appearance of the Beech as a gentle, but fierce protector stands in a special, antithetical relation to 

Anodos' repeatedly manifested lust and need for possession, personified in the form of the Alder and the 

Ash. Moreover, it can be assumed that the trees reflect a dichotomy of love, at the same time symbolizing 

a potential war within the protagonist and revealing truths that throughout the better part of the story he 

fails to comprehend: that devouring possessiveness, the destroyer of every form of spiritual development, 

cannot be fulfilled or satisfied, that he is in danger of becoming a victim of inner egocentric appetites, and 

that the embodiment of the “give love unconditionally without demanding it in return” 72 ideal is precisely 

the thing he strives for. 

After continuing his journey attempting to comfort and justify himself (“And if ever she is a woman, who 

knows but we may meet somewhere? there is plenty of room for meeting in the universe”), Anodos will 

go through a couple of important episodes, primarily the one with the Alabaster Lady and her Knight, 

finally finding himself in the blurry half-light of the cave, soaked in the intoxicating haze of the story 

(which at every turn focused attention on the remarkable beauty of the narrator, evoking the scent of snow, 

the trail of water spirits and the contours of two lovers parted for long and then meeting at last), where he 

naively misinterprets the superficial attraction of one woman (The Maid of the Alder-tree) for the 

irresistibility of another (White Lady). The unfortunate young man will naively allow himself to be 

completely seduced, deceived and then rudely confronted with the reality by finally discovering the true 

face behind the illusion, distorted in the intention of delivering the helpless victim into the hands of the 

cruelest fate. Unlike the experience with the dryad, where in the longings of one side for the world of 

humans and yearning of the other for the world of fairies, a common touch brings to both some sort of 

satisfaction, exposure to the Maid of the Alder-tree, Prop's “false hero” has a much more devastating 

result, marked not only by a drastic change in attitude towards the events of a previous summer night, 
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“heavy with love” and “the odors that crept through the silence from the sleeping woods”, but also the 

subsequent horror of dealing with the beauty that transformed itself into an “open coffin”, [...] a rough 

representation of the human frame, only hollow” 73, maliciously crushing the Beech's  talisman, the only 

protection against evil. After being rescued by the Knight's intervention, Anodos realizes to the fullest 

possible extent that the lust for a seemingly beautiful exterior could lead to his ultimate destruction. 

The Ash and the Maiden comprise an interesting phenomenon. Spirits of trees with the ability to leave the 

original habitat (unlike the kind of lower fairies that, as the author suggested, would eventually condemn 

their flower to vein and die) come as parts of the folklore and metaphysical meditations, used as specific 

instructions in narrative. Unlike MacDonald's Lilith, who relies heavily on Jewish legends, Phantastes' 

demons are largely based on British folk belief and international stories, especially from the Northern Isles 

and the mystical Scottish Highlands. According to Catherine Briggs, the idea of the positive and negative 

elements of the forest, though not treated with precision in Thomson's Motive Index, is a widespread 

phenomenon in England, where the tradition of benevolent and vicious plants forms an integral part of the 

ancestral system. However, this phenomenon is not unusual in itself, and it has almost global character: 

in Russia and the Balkans, river bourtrees have always been in connection with Slavic Rusalki that, 

according to legend, never tolerated their breaking or cutting; the ancient Egyptians treated the fig tree as 

a place of peace for the souls of the deceased; Japan nurtures stories about Jubokko vampire trees and in 

India they regard the kalpa as the wish tree, etc. However, the geographical and spiritual space of 

Northwestern Europe, perhaps more than any other cultural entity, assigns a very significant, but also 

somewhat controversial role to the fraxinus excelsior: in Edda, the ash-tree is Igrasial, the Tree of the 

World, in Celtic myths it represents the rod of the Welsh god Gwydion; the ash is closely connected with 

the magic of the ocean and the rituals of water, love, the mystery of the female being, prophetic dreams, 

and healing. The Suffolk area, for example, preserves the custom of ceremonial splitting of a tree 

lengthwise, after which a sick infant is pulled through the opening three times; if the “wound” heals, the 

family would become extremely protective of the “benefactor”, believing that any harm done to it could 

reflect on the well-being of the offspring. However, there are times when a completely opposite context 

occurs, and the ash gains the form of a demonic habitat, a witch's broom handle, a shadow over the crops 

as a sign of bad harvest, or the husband of the demon Askafroe. The Old British story Crooker speaks of 

a passenger, mysterious but protective women, “moonlight casting shadows along the way, making 
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branches look like grabbing fingers”, the ominous words “give”, “go” and “hungry”, uttered by a strange 

ash-tree creature – all the things that seem similar to Phantastes.  

In the Alder's case, it seems that there is no clear track of predecessors neither in folklore nor in paganism. 

As an object of the druids' interest, this tree was considered to be helpful when it comes to dealing with 

fears (or unwillingness to face them), possessing the ability to give additional power in battle, to help the 

transition to the magical world, etc. The best known example is the Scandinavian Ellepiger, the female 

part of alder people (Elefolket), provocative fairy-seducers with a beautiful voice and sensual movements, 

capable of enslaving or killing men by their dance or song. Besides that, there isn't much information 

about their other features; nevertheless, the beauty achieved in a strange, practically MacDonaldian 

manner, with an undefined emptiness in the back region, opens the possibility of drawing parallels with 

the evil nymph's hollow shell. When it comes to the literary context, it seems that, compared to the Ash, 

this being draws more parallels and inspirations from the literary models. As flower fairies represent the 

most direct equivalent to Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream and The Tempest, the Maiden, 

which, although this might be assumed while reading, cannot be found in any story about Percival, has a 

lot in common with the Fairy Queen Duessa, a beauty that conceals a grotesque inner malice. Spencer's 

metamorph, the Babylonian two-faced harlot (duo – two, and esse - to be) and opposition to the inner 

harmony of lady Una, the lover of the giant Orgoglio (with the help of which this one will overpower the 

protagonist), has many common overlaps with the villainous nymph, especially in the domain of 

relationships with the Beech and the Ash. The fatal antagonist in a unique way symbolizes the moment of 

unavoidable temptation and the young hero finally meets her after so many previous hints and warnings: 

the girl (“The Alder will smother you with her web of hair net if you let her near you at night”), the Beech 

itself (“But there are some in the wood more like me, from whom, alas! I cannot protect you. Only if you 

see any of them very beautiful, try to walk round them”), and the knight in the rusty armor (“Then take 

heed […] Yet is she terribly beautiful – beware”) 74. Still, the young man's final conclusion (“I have now 

been often warned; surely I shall be well on my guard; and I am fully resolved I shall not be ensnared by 

any beauty, however beautiful”) will turn out to be nothing more than mere self-deception: Anodos will 

prove himself to be absolutely unprepared for all temptations that lay ahead of him. 
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4. The Ideal 
In the same way he realized the true nature of the Ash's threat in the arms of the good dryad, the hero 

would recognize the true depths of his delusions in the farmer's cottage in the words of the housewife, 

another in a series of classic realizations of the Prop's idea of the so-called “Helper”. The revelation about 

the beautiful maiden, the one “without any heart at all – without any place even for a heart to live in” 75, 

the one that cannot love but thirsts for love of others, and therefore seduces men only to feel beautiful 

again through their worshiping, reveals the nature of a special, self-destructive kind of attraction, of magic 

that consumes the magician until the signs of decay finally show themselves on the beautiful exterior and 

the mask bursts into pieces. This not only clarifies the essence of this source of danger, but also gives 

clues to a more specific view of the problem. Namely, the writer's idea obviously goes like this: when love 

energy flows exclusively in one, selfish direction, it becomes spiritually devastating; when it flows from 

a person outwards and opens itself to other beings, it approaches the ideal. For the latter, pure and true 

kind of feeling, the protagonist proves to be fully capable, though only at the end, after discovering a 

woman in all her forms. He gradually rejects the possessive lust – the ways of the Maiden of the Alder-

tree – for the sake of emotion that is humble, selfless, self-sacrificing and full of significance for 

progressive growth, separation from the old self, and transition to a new and, in every respect, higher 

quality of existence. However, by the time the final transformation takes place, the raw need, even 

recognizable during the encounter with the female elf ancestor from the cabinet, will prevail so many 

times, producing dangerous attempts to gain what is desired, both in reality and in various dream-like 

occurrences. For example, shortly before the encounter with Sir Percival, the hero will accidentally 

stumble upon a small rocky cave overgrown with ferns and moss. After drinking cold water he will lie 

down to rest and begin to daydream, thinking of the “wonderful shapes, colors and sounds” 76, until he 

realizes that a piece of white marble, covered in greenery is a possible source of his mental visions. 

Excitedly removing the grass and leaves, he reveals the beautiful form of a woman; elated and with a deep 

desire to wake her up, she begins a song powerful enough to break the spell but, unfortunately for Anodos, 

the woman unexpectedly escapes. Two types of desire – physical gratification and exploration of the 

unknown – inspired Anodos to engage in a pursuit without success. Unintentionally chasing away a figure 

of perfection, later undeservedly appropriated through the reference “my lost Lady of Marble”, 
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disillusioned and tired, he becomes an easy prey, accepting a well-masked version of the vision “more 

near the face that had been born with me in my soul, than anything I had seen before in nature or art.” 77 

5. Conclusion 
The need to possess emphasizes the duality of the writer's view on the general relation to the opposite sex: 

sexual (based on promiscuous needs, an indicator of the necessity of moral rebirth), and spiritual (stands 

in conjunction to the pursuit of closeness and, in accordance with Christian principles, is seen as a means 

of achieving a higher level of development). During his quest for the ultimate goal, the young man learns 

about the necessity of transforming the first one into the second, i.e. he realizes the importance of turning 

egocentric emotions into opposing types, marked by the dominance of care for the well-being of a person 

loved over the care for one's selfish needs. Thus, by acquiring a typical fairy-tale character, the novel deals 

with deeper issues, directly touching religious dogmas regarding self-centeredness, established as a self-

destructive element but, at the same time, deviating from the classical code of the suppression of passion 

as well. This approach ultimately points to the conclusion that it is more noble to serve others than to serve 

yourself, and that, through this “detour”, fuller peace and fulfillment can be achieved. 

It seems obvious that MacDonald insists upon the view that true love tends to give, not to take, and that, 

in doing so, it produces an inner satisfaction of a special kind, unattainable for all those that indulge in 

selfishness. It is precisely this kind of romanticism that characterizes the “metaphysical longing for the 

unity”, most intimately of all human relationships, where the beloved becomes a part of the being loved 

and both, as a whole, a part of the sublime source from which everything comes from. Being just like the 

Ash and the Alder, restrained by the chains of egoistic desire to possess his Marble Lady and treating a 

young woman not so much as a path to numinous, but as a form of personal property, Anodos at first 

makes the progress seemingly impossible. However, thanks to The Beech and other mother-like figures, 

he sets himself on a true path, the one that can only be tread on by rejecting the ego and overcoming the 

convulsive need for personal gratification. After destroying the insidious force masked in a cloak of  

righteous religion and laying down his life in the process, the hero (now truly worthy of this qualification) 

awakens (again under the tree) in the real world, fully aware of the fact that gained experience will serve 

him as a guiding light through the rest of his life. 
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Abstract 
Alice in Wonderland has been translated into Macedonian by different translators five times:  in 1957, 

1987, 2009, 2013 and 2018. The differences in the translations are evident not just in the prose text and 

the ways in which the wordplay has been translated, but it is most visible in the translations of Carroll’s 

carefully crafted nonsense poems. This paper offers a comparative analysis of the five translations of the 

poems by providing insight into the translators’ choice in rhythm, rhyme and lexis. The analysis further 

comments on how the translation choices are affected by the demand for the book, as well as translation 

policies imposed by the state. 

Keywords: literary translation, Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland, nonsense poetry, politics 
of translation 

1. Introduction 
Five translations of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland have emerged in Macedonian: Slavčo Temkov’s 

1957 translation, Bogomil Gjuzel’s 1987 version, Silvana Acevska’s 2009 translation, the 2013 translation 

by Negjica Glasnovikj, and most recently, the 2018 translation by Marija Petrovikj78. These versions differ 

greatly in their approach and quality, something that is particularly evident in the translation of Carroll’s 

carefully crafted nonsense poems.  

The aim of this paper is to offer a comparative analysis of the existing translations of the poems by 

providing insight into the translators’ choice in rhythm, rhyme and lexis. For the purpose of analyzing the 
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poems and the origin of the translator’s choices, I also looked into the Serbian translations of the poems. 

Additionally, my analysis aims to highlight how educational and cultural policies in fact may аffect the 

final translations of the novel. In other words, I aim to point out how changing translation policies may 

have played a role in the quality of translation of the novel.  

2. Background 
Macedonian was codified in 1945, along with the establishment of the People’s Republic of Macedonia 

within the Yugoslav Federation, so it is difficult to speak about a history of translation before this period. 

As Serbo-Croatian was the official language of Yugoslavia, and due to the socialist affiliation of the state, 

the main foreign languages spoken in post-war Macedonia were Serbo-Croatian and Russian. This 

explains the dominant body of Russian literature translated in the first post-war decades, as well as the use 

of Serbo-Croatian as a bridge language for translation – something that is not always noted in all translated 

editions. In 1992, Anastasija Gjurčinova and Sonja Stojmenska-Elzeser conducted research into the body 

of translated work into Macedonia from 1945 to 1990, concluding that the largest amount of translated 

works during this period is that of Russian literature, whereas American and English literature come in 

third and fourth place, respectively (Gjurčinova and Stojmenska-Elzeser, 1992: 94) – something that can 

be interpreted as proof that not many translators translated from English. Further proof can be seen in the 

translations of Shakespeare into Macedonian: Ivanka Kovilovska Poposka has noted three stages in the 

translation of Shakespeare in Macedonia: the first stage is the indirect phase, where the translation was 

done through a bridge language. This is followed by the collaborative stage, where translators worked 

from a literal English translation. The third phase is the translation from the original (Koška-Hot, 2012: 

19).  

Hence, it was natural to wonder whether Slavčo Temkov’s 1957 translation of Alice was in fact from the 

original. As the translator has been long deceased, before I was even aware of the existence of such a 

translation, I decided to find out by conducting informal interviews with Slavčo Temkov’s daughter and 

his nephew, who confirmed that he, indeed, did not translate from the original language, as he did not 

speak English, but may have translated from Serbo-Croatian or Slovak. Upon inspection of the two 

Serbian translations of Alice, which emerged in Serbia before Temkov’s translation (Alisa u čudesnoj 

zemlji, 1923, by Stanislav Vinaver and Alisa u zemlji čuda by Luka Semenović, 1951), I concluded that 

Temkov had based his Macedonian translation on a combination of these two versions. This proves a 

particular interesting point, as Vinaver and Semenović’s translations are quite different. Tijana Tropin 
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notes that Vinaver’s “trademark affinity for puns and parodies was congenial to Lewis Carroll’s, but in 

introducing his wordplays, he often neglected some aspects of original and used considerable poetic 

license; he himself called the translation “a retelling’” (Tropin, 2015: 531). Hence, Vinaver’s use of 

popular children’s songs on which he based the translation of Carroll’s poems makes it easy to spot where 

Temkov relied on Vinaver, and where he relied on Semenović’s translation. 

Bogomil Gjuzel’s translation of Alice came 30 years later – in 1987 – and for more than two decades it 

served as the translation most widely used in schools, as Alice was – and still is – part of the elementary 

school curriculum reading lists for the fourth grade. It was in 2009 that the first new translation emerged, 

followed by two other translations by publishing houses that specialize in publishing school books and 

children’s books (Feniks and Prosvetno delo) and can, thus, target a wide audience on an annual basis. 

Then, another translation emerged in 2013, followed by yet one more in 2018. This is a very rare case of 

so many translations coming into existence within such a short time, and can only be explained by the 

perception of a market for the book, which in turn, as we shall see, may have affected the quality of 

translations.  

3. The Alice poems 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland includes a total of 12 poems. There are several characteristics that most 

of these poems share: their most common form is the ballad stanza (ABCB, alternating four- and three-

stress lines), they are parodies of well-known children’s didactic songs of the XIX century; they are 

nonsense poems that illustrate the dream-like nature of the novel, with Alice or the other characters 

frequently having the intention of reciting a well-known poem that they allegedly know by heart, but 

instead uttering comic nonsense that is commonly irreverent to the original. To a XIX century audience, 

most of the parodied poems will have been recognizable, adding to the comic effect of the novel.  

Below is the list of poems (Gardner 1960), along with the originals which they parody, where this can be 

applied:   



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 248 

 POEM PARODIED ORIGINAL 

 All In The Golden Afternoon… / 

 How Doth The Little Crocodile… Isac Watts, “Against Idleness and 
Mischief”: How doth the little busy 
bee/improve each shining hour…) 

 The Mouse’s Tale / 

 You Are Old, Father William Robert Southey, “The Old Man's 
Comforts and How He Gained Them”: 
“You are old, father William,” the 
young man cried, / “The few locks 
which are left you are grey…” 

 Speak Roughly To Your Little Boy… G. W. Lanford or David Bates, “Speak 
Gently”: Speak gently! It is better far 
To rule by love than fear 

 “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Bat Jane Taylor, “The Star”: Twinkle, 
Twinkle Little Star…  
 

 Will You Walk A Little Faster, Said A 
Whiting To A Snail 

Mary Howitt, “The Spider and the Fly.” 
“Will you walk into my parlour?” said 
the spider to the fly  

 ’Tis The Voice Of The Lobster, I Heard 
Him Declare 

Isaac Watts,  “The Sluggard”: Tis the 
voice of the sluggard; I heard him 
complain… 

 I Passed By His Garden Isaac Watts,  “The Sluggard” 

 Beautiful Soup James M. Sayles: “Star of the 
Evening”: Beautiful star in heav'n so 
bright, / Softly falls thy silv'ry light 
 

 The Queen Of Hearts / 

 They Told Me You Had Been To Her... A considerably revised form from 
Carroll'seight-verse nonsense poem, 
“She's All My Fancy Painted Him”. 

Table 1: List of Alice poems and parodied originals 
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Keeping this in mind, the translator of Alice’s mostly nonsense, parodic verse is faced with several 

challenges: 

• to decide whether they will domesticate the translation, adapting it to the degree of finding well-
known children’s poems that would be then subjected to parody. This would, on the other hand, 
require ample adaptation, which, in turn, would affect the novel’s story, and would require even 
further modification of the text that may go as far as changing the characters’ names and inventing 
situations within the story. Of all the examined translations, including the two Serbian versions, 
only Stanislav Vinaver uses – inconsistently, that is, not for all poems – well-known children’s 
poems as the basis for the parody;  

• to retain the rhythm and rhyme of the original, or to adapt it to the Macedonian equivalent of 
popular children’s poems (for example, ABCB); 

• to retain the content of the original at all costs. 

4. Analysis of translations 
The analysis of the 12 poems provides the following findings: 

None of the translations use parodies of existing poems. In other words, none of the translations have 

resorted to an adaptation or change of the original and its content. This is not entirely true, though, 

regardless of the fact that no poems have been parodied, of Temkov’s translation, as this is the only 

translation that seems to have favored rhythm and rhyme over staying true to the content of the original. 

In that sense, Temkov’s translations are much more melodious and rhythmical, and more in harmony with 

the standard forms of children’s poetry. This, in turn, is probably owing to Semenović’s translation, though 

Temkov’s translation is in no way literal, nor out of tune with the Macedonian language.  

Gjuzel’s translation is much more true to the form and content of Carroll’s verse, though the attempts to 

retain the exact structure and content of the original frequently adds to the irregular rhythm of the lines, 

making them sound somewhat awkward, at times. Of all the translations, this one is perhaps the most true 

to the original, though it is also a bit stiff.  

Acevska’s translation, though published in 2009, a time providing ample resources regarding the meaning 

of the poems, is exceptionally literal. Its lack of rhythm is insolent, its laziness in the rendition of the 

content evident at first glance. The poems rarely resemble children’s poetry; they lack all sense of melody, 

and frequently feature inexplicable equivalents, probably arising from misunderstood notions in the 

poems. At times an occasional, lazy rhyme is thrown into the poem’s translations.  

It is hard to believe that there can be anything worse than Acevska’s translation, but unfortunately that is 

the case with the 2013 translation by Negjica Glasnovikj. This brutally literal translation lacking all 
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melody, and not even attempting to rhyme, also features ridiculous mistakes in the translation of lexis, or 

absurd insertions such as “cheap soup” in the poem “Beautiful soup”. The terrible translations of the 

poems (which goes toward the entire text, as well) is at one point interrupted by a lazy note forgotten by 

the editor and translator in the second edition of the book published in 2018: “In the later editions”, the 

translator forgot to take out of the text, “the poem continues in this manner…” (Glasnovikj 2018: 88) 

As to the 2018 translation by Marija Petrovikj – it would be hard to call this a translation, even, as the 

poems are clearly plagiarized, mostly from Acevska’s work, with two poems having been stolen from 

Gjuzel’s translation. Gjuzel’s poems remain untouched, whereas Acevska’s stolen translations feature 

minor changes in diction, stanza length, as well as use of omissions and inversions.  

All the XXI century translations (Glasnovikj, Acevska, and Petrovikj) omit the translation of the prefatory 

poem which introduces the readers to the story behind the story, or how it was that the story of Alice’s 

adventures came to be – not unimportant content at all. 

To illustrate my findings, I will present the analyses of three poems: “How Doth the Little Crocodile”, 

“The Mouse’s Tale” and “You are old, Father William”.  

4.1. How Doth The Little Crocodile 
As noted in Table 1, “How Doth The Little Crocodile” is an irreverent and skillful parody of Watts’s 

didactic poem “Against Idleness and Mischief”. This is a typical example of how, in the Alice poems, in 

the dream-like Wonderland confusion, the opening of the poem sounds the same, but the rest comes out 

garbled – and comedic, as Carroll has substituted the laborious fast-moving bee with the slow, lazy 

crocodile. The poem features two stanzas of alternating iambic tetrameter and trimeter, in an ABAB 

rhyming scheme.  

How doth the little crocodile 
Improve his shining tail 
And pour the waters of the Nile 
On every golden scale! 
 
How cheerfully he seems to grin 
How neatly spreads his claws, 
And welcomes little fishes in 
With gently smiling jaws! (Carroll 1865/1960: 9) 
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Temkov’s translation uses metric feet natural to the Macedonian language: trochee and dactyl, 

incorporating them in an ABCB rhyme pattern. The poem’s rhythm and rhyme is reminiscent of children’s 

poetry. The only strange occurrence is the appearance of a third stanza, which is not present in the original:  

Гледај како малиот 
гладен крокодил 
си го мие опашот 
во реката Нил. 
 
Ја разинал устата 
и си чека гости. 
Риби мали, големи 
голта со се’ коски! 
 
Еднаш овој крокодил 
видел слон крај Нил. 
Веднаш на дно избегал 
и в калта се скрил! (Темков 1957: 17-18) 

In this mysterious third stanza, the crocodile appears to see an elephant by the Nile and dives to the 

bottom of the river to hide in the mud. I can only assume that since the translator did not work from the 

source language, he used the two Serbian translations by Vinaver and Semenović. Vinaver’s translation 

is largely based on Serbian children’s poems. He has used a poem about little Jole encountering an 

elephant (though the origin has not been identified yet), whereas Semenović’s version is true to the original 

in the structure and content.   

Gjuzel’s translation does not separate the poem into two stanzas. It also employs trochaic and dactylic 

feet, but uses an irregular rhyming pattern (ABBACDED). At times, the rhythm is clunky – due to its 

irregularity – while the poem stays true to its content.  

Еве го малиот крокодил 
Со сјајниот опаш 
Што ужива да скока 
Во реката Нил. 
Колку ли радосно зева, 
Колку ли испружил јазик, 
И малите риби ги тера 
Во стомак да ги мази. (Ѓузел 1987: 18) 
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Silvana Acevska’s 2009 translation features two stanzas with an AABB rhyming scheme, and a 

somewhat rhythmically-melodious first stanza, a rhythm that simply deteriorates in the second stanza, 

turning into prose: 

Го знаеш ли малиот крокодил 
од крајбрежјето на реката Нил, 
тој опашот блескав го чисти, мие 
и никогаш доста не му е! 
 
Тој своите канџи ги шири брзо 
Со насмевка ги пресретнува рибите, 
Во својата челуст ги мами мило, 
А кога ќе влезат – ги голта лесно.  (Ацевска 2009: 15) 

Negjica Glasnovikj’s translation from 2013 is perhaps the worst. Not only does it lack rhythm and 

rhyme (except for crocodile/Nile, as a simple coincidence), but it is also painfully literal, going as far as 

to erroneously translate the word “scale” as “скала”, or “stairs” – by which it turns out the crocodile pours 

the waters of the Nile on golden stairs: 

Малиот крокодил 
си ја поправа својата блескава опашка, 
и ја истура водата на Нил 
врз сите златни скали! 
Колку весело се смее, 
Колку убаво ги шири своите канџи, 
И ги повикува малите риби 
Со нежно насмеани челусти! (Гласновиќ 2013: 15) 

Finally, Marija Petrovikj’s translation is no less worse in that it plagiarizes Acevska’s translation 

almost entirely, except in the naïve substitution or adaptation of some words: крабрежје – брегот, опашот 

блескав – својот опаш блескав, and a minor adaptation in the second stanza. The crossed out parts are 

my insertions of Acevska’s original translation: 

Го знаеш ли малиот крокодил 
од крајбрежјето брегот на реката Нил, 
тој опашот блескав својот опаш го чисти, мие 
и никогаш доста не му е! 
Тој своите канџи ги шири милно својата уста ја отвара широко 
и со насмевка ги пресретнува рибите 
Во својата челуст ги мами мило со милата насмевка ги намамува милно 
и кога ќе влезат – ги голта лесно. (Петровиќ 2018: 15) 
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4.2. The Mouse’s Tale 
This emblematic poem – a poem where the content mirrors the form – employs a non-visual AABC 

rhyme scheme and an anapestic hexameter, making the rhythm explosive and rough, much like the content 

of the poem, whose subject is injustice. Due to the visual nature of the poem, I will not be presenting the 

examples in Macedonian. 

Most versions, except Glasnovikj’s 2013 and Petrovikj’s 2018 versions, retain the visual structure of 

the poem, wherein lies the tale/tail pun. Temkov’s version, however, changes the story, though the poem 

has a steady and rhythmic flow and is equally absurd: a dog and a mouse have an encounter and the dog 

threatens the mouse to be its judge and destroy it.   

Similarly, Gjuzel’s version changes the content, substituting the dog Fury with a cat, with the middle 

lines being awkward in terms of rhyme and rhythm, while the rest follow a rhyming couplet pattern 

reminiscent of children’s poems. 

Acevska’s version is rhythmically clunky, but makes an effort. It is accurate in terms of content, except 

where she fails to see the word “cur” to mean ‘dog’, so she translates it as “owl” or what could be 

alternatively translated as someone who is a miss (утко). There is almost no rhyme – еxcept maybe рече-

затече, луд-суд, цела-дело. 

Glasnovikj’s translation is so horrifyingly literal that it does not even retain the visual form, and goes 

as far as to translate the dog’s name Fury literally, the fury (Бесот). There is no attempt at rhyme or 

rhythm. 

Petrovikj’s 2018 version this time plagiarizes Gjuzel’s translation, doing away with the visual form. 

This is word for word plagiarism.  

4.3. You Are Old, Father William 
This parody of Robert Southey’s didactic poem teaches modesty, temperance and piety. In Carroll’s 

version, the poem is a comedic spoof, a delightful dialogue between a son and his silly father. Composed 

of eight stanzas, it employs an ABAB rhyming pattern with a alternating verses of 9 and 11 syllables 

arranged in anapestic feet.  

“You are old, Father William,” the young man said,  
“And your hair has become very white;  
And yet you incessantly stand on your head—  
Do you think, at your age, it is right?” (Carroll 1985/1960: 26) 
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Temkov’s adaption is based on Semenović’s version. Using an ABCB rhyme scheme, it does not copy 

the Serbian version, but adapts it to suit Macedonian rhythm and rhyme. Both versions are more 

reminiscent of the original’s melody. In terms of Vinaver, his is a parody of  “Uzo deda svog unuka” by 

Jovan Jovanovic Zmaj (Tropin 2015: 531).  

„Ти си стар, оче Виљеме“, рече дечак 
„и коса ти је сасвим седа 
ипак дубиш на глави као чудак 
зар ти не знаш бољег реда?“ (Семеновић 1951: 44) 
 
Ти си стар, ох татко мили 
и косата ти е бела, 
А сепак на глава стоиш! 
Чавка умот ти го зела! (Темков 1957: 43) 

Though the rhyme and rhythm are at times irregular, the content of Gjuzel’s translation is more true 

to the original. The metric feet vary, whereas the rhyme pattern is ABAB and ABCB: 

„Ти си стар, татко Вилијам“, рече момчето младо, 
„И косата ти станала целата бела; 
Па сепак, пред прагот се тркалаш преку глава – 
Зар на старост да правиш такви дела?“ (Ѓузел 1987: 39) 

Silvana Acevska’s translation is scandalously prosaic, this time produced without even a speck of 

effort. The rhythmical repetition of “you are old” and “in my youth” are missing. At times there is 

occasional, disorganized rhyme: 

Му рече на таткото момче младо: “Те стигнала старост сега, 
вистина е цела, косата ти е бела, 
а ти земјата ја љубиш и на главата стоиш, 
од каде сега тоа, кажи, да им прилега само на децата“. (Ацевска 2009: 35) 

In its utter lack of imagination and melody, Glasnovikj’s 2013 version comes close to Acevska’s. 

However, it surpasses it in its literalness, as well as the erroneous transfer of the word “father” as “priest” 

(„оче“) 

„Ти си стар, оче Вилијам“, рече момчето, 
„Твојата коса е многу бела; 
А постојано стоиш на глава – 
Мислиш ли дека тоа е исправно на твои години?“ (Гласновиќ 2013: 39) 
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Finally, Petrovikj does not disappoint with another plagiarized version, this time of Acevska’s terrible 

translation. With some changes in words (synonym substitutions, inversions), a merging of the stanzas of 

the poem and a haphazard breaking of the lines so that it appears as one long poem, Petrovikj perhaps tries 

to unskillfully mask her plagiarism.  

Младото момче му рече на таткото: 
„Те стигна 
староста сега, 
вистина е цела, косата ти е бела, 
а ти земјата ја љубиш и на главата стоиш, 
од каде сега тоа, тоа им доликува само 
на децата“. (Петровиќ 2018: 39) 

5. Conclusion 
It seems that the differences among these five translations of Alice reflect the gradual decline in the quality 

of translations in Macedonia. During Yugoslav times, Macedonian readers were largely exposed to 

Serbian and Croatian translations of literature – translations that have generally enjoyed merited or 

unmerited positive feedback from readers. Since 1991, Macedonia has been struggling to enrich its 

otherwise small translated corpus of texts – 950 books in total until 1990 (Gjurčinova and Stojmenska-

Elzeser, 1992: 94). This, in turn, has served as an excuse for megalomaniac projects involving the 

translation of hundreds and hundreds of books within very short periods of time – such as the government 

projects Stars of World Literature, where quantity proved to be more important than quality. This trend 

of a large supply and small demand also allowed for translating fees to plummet, which, again, has 

negatively impacted the quality of translations.  

Yet another reason behind unsuccessful, scandalously unprofessional or plagiarized translations is the 

financial motivation: Alice is a book assigned in elementary schools, which guarantees that pupils will 

purchase it. The decrease in standards – professional and ethical – is a systemic issue connected to the 

country’s overall cultural and educational policies. In the absence of critical journals on literature and 

translation, in the absence of a legal system that would penalize publishing houses, editors and translators 

for plagiarism, in the absence of sound educational policies, it is only natural that catastrophes such as 

Acevska’s, Glasnovikj’s and Petrovikj’s translation of Alice should occur.  
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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the female elements found in the literature of the gothic and the fantastic, with a 

primary interest in the female madness present in Jean Rhys's novel Wide Sargasso Sea through the 

character of Antoinette/Bertha Cosway Mason. More specifically, it discusses the premise that there is a 

missing (or latently present) sub-element, or a sub-characteristic, which, although an integral part of the 

shared, common features that the gothic and the fantastic elements of the literatures of the English-

speaking world have in common, is, nevertheless, absent from the canonical literary anthologies. Female 

madness, which sporadically appears in the literature of the gothic and the fantastic, along with the night, 

the past, the enclosed space, the ''damsel-in-distress'' or the notion of endangerment of the individual, and, 

finally, the so-called entrapment/deceit, as well as the atmosphere of the magical and the impossible, is 

the feature that enables a novel way of experiencing (Postcolonial) gothic or fantastic literature. Thus, in 

continuation, this paper suggests that along with these widely accepted, generally omnipresent 

components that the gothic and the fantastic share in reference to time, space, and narration, one must not 

disregard the topos of female madness, which although out of the canon of literary theory, still projects 

the notion of an inevitable presence, of a disturbing existence, and a feminine reality in these particular 

genres.      

Keywords: gothic, fantastic, female madness, Rhys 

1. Introduction 
The cases of madness/female malady in literature, art, performance, theater, film, among others, are 

numerous. Female characters in English and American literature (just like their counterparts in real life) 

have been exposed to phallogocentrism; they are constructed forms of the misogynist and male-oriented 
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society, thus being forced to obey patriarchal rules. Because of that, female characters have been presented 

as often developing various forms of mental conditions as one of the most radical methods of taking 

subversive action against this particular subjugation. Female madness is the literary topos leading to the 

advancement of the ultimate form of a fight against a conformist, prejudicial, misogynist society. The 

issue of women and madness exceeds the boundaries of English and American literary studies; it 

incorporates a vast area of criticism and theories in psychoanalysis and psychiatry, in sociolinguistics, 

behaviorism, gender studies, sociology, anthropology.  

The female forms of madness change the conservative, conformist social environment and bring ideas of 

a new, more liberal way of thinking, progressiveness, open-mindedness, and a positive change within 

society itself. The change which is the result of this subversive action is both bidirectional and inevitable. 

Society opens up - it becomes more avant-garde, liberated, and more democratic due to this female 

madness. Furthermore, female madness is often an integral part of gothic and fantastic literature. Thus, 

when Charlotte Brontё published the avant-garde feminist novel Jane Eyre in 1847, she could not have 

envisaged its global, centuries-long popularity in large part due to the main female character. The modest 

and ethically-responsible governess, Jane Eyre, manages to impose herself on the world as a person and a 

human being (not just a woman), while managing to point out to society, and the patriarchy, her own firm 

personal beliefs and standpoints, moral norms and principles. In addition, she weds for love by capturing 

the heart of the classes-above, catchy-yet-gloomy bachelor, Edward Rochester – wealthy, respectable, 

attractive, but ominously obscure and dark. However, this novel stirred up curiosity, controversy, and a 

storm of reactions, discussions, and criticism within highly-acclaimed, feminist academic circles for 

another, more controversial, supporting yet equally intriguing and absorbing character - the madwoman 

in the attic - the first wedded wife of Mr. Edward Rochester, the crazy Bertha Mason.  

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1. Brontё's "mad woman in the attic" 
 Charlotte Brontё's mad woman locked up in the attic is dead. Yet, her disturbing, eerie presence is felt 

even today, since "Brontё Gothicism far transcends the mere attempt to excite: it induces a genuine sense 

of suffering. The madwoman in Jane Eyre is a profoundly suggestive type of the irrational. She has been 

seen by feminists as the epitome of the female rage born of sexual repression, particularly in relation to 

her confinement within a secret room." (Mulvey-Robets, 1998) Madness seems present as a part of the 

overall gothic overtone throughout Brontё's novel, along with the mysteries of the ghostly presence in the 
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Red room, the secret, spooky corridors of Thornfield Hall, the distant voice heard in the air. Brontё 

deliberately delivers these surreal, gothic elements even in the romantic episodes in the novel - the bed 

fire scene, Mr. Mason's attack aftermath, even during the first encounter of the main protagonists. It is as 

if, representing the foggy scenery at twilight, filled with mist and frozen reflections, the moon bathes an 

ominous parallel to the obscure character of the main male protagonist and the further tragic development 

of the plot, when, on the very day of the exchange of the nuptials, a tragic flaw reveals an ill-omened 

drawback - a crazy wife, a woman locked up, confined in the attic, the first Mrs. Rochester, the walking 

dead, the living corpse, the zombie nightmare for the gentle female swan (as a metaphorical word pun for 

the educated governess), the white Creole, Antoinette/Bertha Mason Rochester.   

 The "madwoman in the attic" is a symbollic representation of the "chained, imprisoned rage, anger 

and pain" (Gilbert S., & Gubar S., 1980), an image of the dirty laundry that we all have deeply hidden 

somewhere in the pitch dark corners or basements of our souls. In this respect, to the authors Gilbert and 

Gubar, Bertha, the shrew, is the embodiment of the dark, demonic, hidden aspect of the little angelic 

orphan, Jane - she is her wicked, malicious twin, her antipode, her demonic alter ego, thus contributing to 

the general gothic and fantastic tone of the novel. Jane and Bertha are two binary oppositions - the face, 

and its reflection in the mirror, since, according to Gilbert and Gubar, Bertha is everything that Jane is 

not; she is her avatar, her malicious doppelganger - "what Bertha now does is what Jane wants to do." 

(Gilbert &Gubar, 1980, p.359) 

2.2. Another type of a "mad woman in the attic" - Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea 
 "Wide Sargasso Sea is a book about being a woman, a particular type of woman in a particular cultural 

environment, at a particular point in history. It is also a book about a particular reality environment and 

its psycho-cultural reality" (Anderson, 1982), and by placing a “madwoman in a central narrating role”, 

Rhys shows that the madwoman is not marginalized, but, rather, she is a part of society. Bertha is a social 

construct, a ghost-like apparition in the pitch black night; "dressed in a long white gown, sheet or a shroud" 

this horrible vampire-like Frankenstein's bride seems to be/is Jane's darkest, most dualistic, yet most 

sincere mask - the angry aspect of the orphaned child, a ferocious secret Jane herself has been trying to 

repress for so long. When juxtoposing the two characters, as presented, one epitomizes the socially- 

acceptable or conventional personality, while the other externalizes the free, uninhibited, often criminal, 

dark other-half, the subversiveness. Gilbert and Gubar further underline that Bertha (the mad woman in 

Brontё's novel, and the mirrorlike image in Wide Sargasso Sea, as well) not only operates and acts on Jane 
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Eyre's behalf, expressing her anger against male domination (Rochester, in this case), but that she also 

seems to behave like Jane, comparing the behavior of this madwoman in the attic with the outbursts of 

anger and great rebellion of the main heroine, Jane, in her youth against the injustice and imprisonment in 

her aunt's house. "The effect of doubling is a dilution of the self as Antoinette’s identity is divided between 

various doppelgängers in anticipation of Bertha’s complete loss of identity in Brontë’s text. Antoinette’s 

doubling with Annette, for example, means that the madness that was seen as an integral and defining 

aspect of Bertha’s character is revealed to have been shared by her mother." (McInnis, 2008)  

 In 1966 Jean Rhys published the novel Wide Sargasso Sea, seen as an imaginative intertextual reply 

(or a postcard from the future) to the popular XIX century classic by Brontë - a postmodern interpretation 

of the Victorian madwoman. At one point Rhys even states that Bertha looked like a poor ghost-like 

creature and, therefore, she thought she could write her side of the story and retell her life. (Haris, 1980) 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, the multiple perspective narrative not only returns the silenced Bertha her voice, 

but it also incorporates the story of the main male character, Rochester. Rhys even gives the "jail warden", 

Grace Poole, the chance to speak, thus enabling a polyphony of many intermingled narrative voices, and 

multilayered narrative storylines. The novel is a sort of a counterattack - it appears as if Jean Rhys wants 

to settle accounts with Brontë, who has completely silenced the unfortunate madwoman and has locked 

her up in the attic. Thus, Rhys does not even mention the governess, Jane Eyre - she is not given the 

opportunity, nor privilege, to tell her side of the story. This particularly specific relation (of ignoring, 

disregarding, overlooking someone) works as a gap-fill of the atypical plural text, a reversible intertextual 

matrix functioning within the contextuality of the narrative scheme.  

 The (Postcolonial) gothic and fantastic elements in Rhys's novel present from the very beginning of 

the narration imply agitation and horror; even the title itself is suggestive of the forthcoming turmoil and 

restlessness of the narrative synopsis, as well as of the unusual and turbulent life of the main heroine. The 

Sargasso Sea represents an enormous region in the northern part of the Atlantic Ocean, surrounded by 

mild clock-wise currents - on the west, the Gulf Stream; on the north, the North Atlantic; on the east, the 

Canary Current; and on the south, the North Atlantic Equatorial Current. Basically, it encompasses an area 

of 1100 km in width and 3200 km in length, being the only sea in the world without a coastline. It is also 

distinguished from other parts of the Atlantic Ocean by its characteristic brown Sargassum seaweed and 

its frequent calm blue waters, which is a fantastic, mysterious, dark element in itself. 
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 The novel starts near Spanish Town, Jamaica, where the central character, Antoinette, relates the story 

of her life - from childhood, through her arranged marriage to an unnamed English gentleman, until her 

last hours. The first part of the novel takes place in Coulibri, Jamaica, and is retold by Antoinette as a 

child; the following segment of the novel alternates between the points of view of her husband (unnamed 

during the course of the entire novel yet, implyingly, Mr. Rochester from Jane Eyre) and Antoinette during 

their "honeymoon" excursion to Granbois, Dominica, in a macabre village called Massacre. (Rhys 52; 39) 

A number of different factors contribute to the creepy, fantastic atmosphere of Massacre - the unusual 

inhabitants, the wild, mysterious nature, magic, obeah potions, the moon, which is, by definition, 

associated with sadness (alien moon – a night full of strange noises), as well as to the overall image of 

depressiveness and desolation: "The rain begin to drip down the back of my neck adding to my feelings 

of discomfort and melancholy." (Rhys 44) The atmosphere of horror and Antoinette's lunacy seem to 

equalize - if the attic is the grave of her physical self, the overall horrible atmosphere, the cold shoulder, 

the rejection, the loss of identity all seem to be the death of her psychological, inner self. (Alexander, 

2013)  

2.3. Wide Sargasso Sea's female madness and (Postcolonial) gothic and fantastic 
elements  

 In the section "The common characteristics of the gothic and the fantastic" of the comprehensive study 

concerning the fantastic in literature, Marija Girevska (in relation to the extensive studies by Vlada 

Urošević, The Underground Palace, Demons and Galaxies, and Rosemary Jackson's, Fantasy: The 

Literature of Subversion) discusses the shared features of the gothic and the fantastic elements in 

literatures of the English-speaking world, thus underlining several mutual components they share in terms 

of time, space, and narration. (Girevska, 2017, pp. 69-72) These common elements are present in the 

majority of works that fall under the gothic and fantastic literary genre. The first is the past - the past 

related to old buildings, medieval castles, spooky places, and eerie decors, which is key to the atmosphere 

of uniqueness; the past also in terms of predestination to the present in which that very predestination 

supplements the surreal event. In this respect, Rhys's novel abounds in a number of daunting, supernatural 

and horror-like images, characters, and eerie places echoing premonition (scary messages from the future 

to the past), as in, for instance, a honeymoon spent in a macabre village named Massacre - a genuine 

indicator as regards the future tragedy of the newlyweds. 



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 262 

 ''I looked at the sad leaning coconut palms, the fishing boats drawn up on the   
 shingly beach, the uneven row of whitewashed huts, and asked the name of the   
 village. 
 ‘Massacre.’ 
 ‘And who was massacred here? Slaves?’ 
 ‘Oh no: She sounded shocked. ‘Not slaves. Something must have happened a long  
 time ago. Nobody remembers now.   [...]  So this is Massacre. Not the end of the   
 world, only the last stage of our interminable journey from Jamaica, the start of our  
 sweet honeymoon." (38-39) 

 The second shared segment or element is that of the enclosed space. In the novel, the entire last section 

of the book, in fact, is an overall study of life in a sealed cell of the attic of the dreary, 100-year-old 

uncanny English mansion. Part Three of Wide Sargasso Sea describes the mental tortures of prison life, 

in which only the voices of the locked-up Antoinette and her jailor, Grace Poole, are heard. Antoinette 

lives in complete isolation, locked up in a cold and damp room with only one window, which is too high 

to even look out from. Her mind wanders from past to present, from dream to reality and she rarely 

remembers what she has done, or her current state of being. Antoinette has a dream in which she takes 

Grace Poole’s keys while she is asleep, goes downstairs silently, lights all the candles, causes a fire, rushes 

upstairs onto the battlements, and leaps to freedom. In the sequel, Jane Eyre, she puts this dream into 

action.  

 "The thick walls, she thought. Past the lodge gate a long avenue of trees and inside  
 the house the blazing fires and the crimson and white rooms. But above all the thick  
 walls, keeping away all the things that you have fought till you can fight no more."  
 (106) 

 Girevska also refers to the presence of the so-called traditional concept of ''damsel-in-distress'' (or 

the endangerment of the individual) as a shared concept of the fantastic and the gothic. As far as the 

entire Wide Sargasso Sea and its main protagonist, Antoinette, are concerned, this is the recurrent theme, 

the leitmotif, where the ''distress'' itself is mental, emotional, and physical - both real and metaphorical. 

During the entire course of the broken narrative line, the young woman, diving deeper and deeper into 

suicidal madness, is that medieval "damsel-in-distress", the only difference being that the hero who is 

supposed to save the day, the savior and the prince charming on a white steed is no other than herself! The 

deliverance is fiery and horrifying - a suicidal salvation in the flames of the all-consuming fire. 

 Entrapment/deceit and the atmosphere of the magical and the impossible are yet two more 

inseparable toposes of the gothic and the fantastic present in Wide Sargasso Sea, in their most peculiar, 
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magical sense, that is, through the enchanting potions and various obeah and voodoo allurement tricks 

present within the lush, yet scary surroundings of Jamaica, Dominika, Coulibri, and Massacre. "The Creole 

women mix a magic obeah love potion which fails and Antoinette's witchery of beauty and fortune 

crumbling before the severity of Rochester's self-service still adds to the overall atmosphere of discomfort 

and witchery." (Olmos, M. F., & Paravisini-Gebert, L, 2011) 

''I drank, then took up the book I had been reading, The Glittering Coronet of Isles 
it was called, and I turned to the chapter ‘Obeah’: ‘A zombi is a dead person who 
seems to be alive or a living person who is dead. A zombi can also be the spirit of 
a place, usually malignant but sometimes to be propitiated with sacrifices or 
offerings of flowers and fruit.’ [I thought at once of the bunches of flowers at the 
priest’s ruined house.] ‘They cry out in the wind that is their voice, they rage in the 
sea that is their anger.' So I was told, but I have noticed that Negroes as a rule refuse 
to discuss the black magic in which so many believe. Voodoo as it is called in Haiti 
- Obeah in some of the islands, another name in South America. They confuse 
matters by telling lies if pressed. The white people, sometimes credulous, pretend 
to dismiss the whole thing as nonsense. Cases of sudden or mysterious death are 
attributed to a poison known to the Negroes which cannot be traced.'' (81-82) 

 The night is the last shared notion, the ultimate uniting element of the gothic and the fantastic. It goes 

without saying that the night, the most common death metaphor in literature, is always linked to the 

obscure, to the unknown, to the melancholic moon, and the secrets of the universe and the human soul. It 

is the night which under its veil covers the mysticism of Antoinette's exotic character and lunacy.  

''I won’t tell you that I scarcely listened to your stories. I was longing for night 
and darkness and the time when the moonflowers open. Blot out the moon, Pull 
down the stars. Love in the dark, for we’re for the dark. So soon, so soon.'' 
(138-139) 
 
''We watched the sky and the distant sea on fire all colours were in that fire and the 
huge clouds fringed and shot with flame. But I soon tired of the display I was 
waiting for the scent of the flowers by the river - they opened when darkness came 
and it came quickly. Not night or darkness as I knew it but night with blazing stars, 
an alien moon night full of strange noises. Still night, not day.'' (52) 

 The topos that is left unmentioned, uncovered and almost invisible in these massive anthologies of the 

gothic and the fantastic (by Vlada Urošević, Rosemary Jackson, and Marija Girevska), but which is also 

sometimes present along with the other common elements, especially as an accompanying segment in the 

character of the female heroines, is undoubtedly that of madness. Antoinette’s madness and her last dream 

– where she jumps down from the roof after setting the house on fire – have been analyzed as signs of her 
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defiance against the colonial and patriarchal power structures (Gunner, 143-149). "Eventually, she does 

not yield to anyone but instead escapes. Unable to fully be a part of the symbolic order, Antoinette has to 

manifest her existence through madness." (Pollanen, 2012). However, in Wide Sargasso Sea,  female 

sexuality seems somehow subtly, even shyly, and indirectly presented alongside Antoinette's madness. 

The reserved conservative Rochester is at the same time attracted, but also scared to death (and, later on, 

even repulsed) by the powerful sexual impulse and drive which radiate from the seductively beautiful and 

exotic Antoinette. In Victorian contexts, female sexuality is taken as a symptom of mental illness. In 1857, 

William Acton found sexual desire to be present only among low and immoral women whom he had 

encountered in the divorce courts and the lunatic asylum (Hellerstein 177). In this manner, one could 

probably only understand his craving and preference for the introvert, nun-like, sterile puritan, Jane Eyre. 

Contrasting the novels of Brontë and Rhys one comes to the understanding that in their descriptions and 

portrayal of this character both female authors  use numerous metaphors and hidden allusions to underline 

the incredible difference of this madwoman vis-a-vis her husband and her opponent Jane; in Brontë's case, 

she is presented in the last stages of her schizophrenic state, "a vampire with bloodshot eyes"79 and an 

enclosed animal kneeling on all fours - this dressed hyena stands up tall and strong before the patriarchal 

grandeur, as she was "a big woman, in stature almost equaling her husband, and corpulent besides: she 

 
79 "I never saw a face like it! It was a discoloured face—it was a savage face. I wish I could forget the roll of the red 
eyes and the fearful blackened inflation of the lineaments! 

Ghosts are usually pale, Jane. 

This, sir, was purple: the lips were swelled and dark; the brow furrowed: the black eyebrows widely raised over the 
bloodshot eyes. Shall I tell you of what it reminded me? 

You may. 

Of the foul German spectre—the Vampyre." 

In Brontë's novel, Bertha is a "Vampyre", whereas Jean Rhys uses the term "Soucriant=vampire", which is used only in 
Dominica, and which adds a native, savage,  as well as an exotic mystery to the white Creole woman.  

(A character from the folklore of the Caribbean island of Dominica: a vampire witch who sheds her skin at night and 
turns into a fireball, flying through the sky, sucking blood from animals and people. Also spelled soucouyant or 
soucouyan, there are conflicting etymologies for soucriant/soucouyant. Dominican anthropologist and writer Lennox 
Honychurch says the word is derived from the French sucer, “to suck”, while other researchers have traced it to 
sukunyadyo (masculine) and sukunya (feminine), words for “man-eating witch” in the Fula and Soninke languages of 
West Africa. 

http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Soucriant 

https://nancyfriedman.typepad.com/away_with_words/2013/07/word-of-the-week-soucriant.html 

Accessed June, 2019. 
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showed virile force in the contest— more than once she almost throttled him, athletic as he was." (Brontё 

259) 

 Rhys, on the other hand, tries to ascribe the lunatic a more sensual, seductive note - despite being 

called names such as "white cockroach" or "white nigger", the mysterious Antoinette still possesses a 

certain inscrutable allure as a token of her origin and the enigmatic and perplexing surroundings she 

belongs to. She is beautiful, sensual, and attractive, which causes a sense of discomfort and insecurity in 

her husband; a sense of dread, anxiety, even fear and a restlessness from her radiating aura of uniqueness. 

As such, this fear, this lack of ability to love turns him into "stone" (Rhys 99), and with multifold 

accumulated feelings of suspicion, together with the fear of his own "metaphorical castration", Rochester 

mentally kills Antoinette - the rejection, the emotional distancing, the cold shoulder, and the public act of 

sexual humiliation with the housemaid all serve to emotionally destroy Antoinette, and push her into the 

currents of her own madness. 

3.  Conclusion 
Brontё's and Rhys's madwomen in the attic are examples of the existence of female madness, and the 

sporadic presence alongside the main common elements in the (Postcolonial) gothic and fantastic literature 

may be considered as sub-elements of the genre. In Brontё's case, the presence is merely general - female 

madness is simply a means to an end, with the main purpose to ensure and deliver a happy ending for the 

convenience of the reading audience. Rhys, on the other hand, by deconstructing different types of 

stereotypes - colonial, class, gender, and, above all, prejudices as regards mental illness, challenges 

preconceived attitudes by returning the general to the specific - not only to point out that female madness 

cannot be disregarded as a topos of (Precolonial) gothic, but to also point out to a novel, specifically 

distinct concept of female individualism leading to a "re-dress" and a re-formulation of the understanding 

of female madness. 

Unlike the other segments of the gothic and the fantastic that enclose and bring horror, female madness 

liberates, confirms one's own individuality and sexuality, and wins the war with the misogynist social 

construct. Female madness is the victory of the feminine individual self, of taking control of one's own 

life in the harmony of the world's male dominance. According to Elizabeth Fox-Genovese80, "the battle 

 
80 See also: Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, "Placing Women's History in History," New Left Review 133 (May-June 1982): 
5-29. 
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for female individualism plays itself out within the larger theater of the establishment of meritocratic 

individualism, indexed in the aesthetic field by the ideology of ‘the creative imagination’" (Spivak, 1985). 

In Rhys's case, the rescue, i.e. the liberation from all the notions of mental and physical enslavement, 

grasping, at the same time, not only for the discovery, but also for the confirmation of the individual self, 

are metaphorically presented through the radical act of the pyromaniac liberation, which eventually turns 

this female character into a symbol of female deliverance and freedom.  
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Abstract 
If all capital is dead labor, as the (in)famous Marxist syntagma proclaims, what is the status of the 

“humane” in the humanities that we study today? Against the backdrop of the systematic disappearance 

of humanistic thinking from the purview of social enquiry, this study takes as its point of departure the 

controversial term “humane,” understanding it as a precious desideratum of social life that always faces 

the possibility of absolute erasure. Is it possible to imagine a social world inhabited by people who 

willingly forego imaginative aesthetic expression? Is it possible to imagine a social world that exists 

without some component of art, dance, or storytelling? The focus of this study is on establishing a 

distinction between the sciences and the humanities. I insist that the acceleration of profit-oriented 

research in the neoliberal university threatens to further undermine the value of work in the humanities 

and transform them into a singularly profit-driven enterprise. I take as my literary example the oeuvre of 

Franz Kafka, whose thematizing of the question of the human through the figures of judgment, the animal, 

and the machine permits me to make the case that the force of the law as a fundamental social institution 

arises precisely from literature itself.  

Keywords: humanity, comparative literature, law, profit 

1. Introduction 
This study leans heavily on examples drawn from the field of comparative literature, a field that has 

stewarded the values of interdisciplinary methodologies long before such methodologies were in vogue. 

Reading and writing in two or more literatures, and more specifically, in two or more languages, represent 

modes of humanistic work that respond specifically and impassionately to the rise of dominant nationalist 

and fascist politics of identity. This study is thus divided into two parts. The first part traces crucial 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 269 

developments in comparative literature in the past twenty years, which have seen the implementation of 

work in different media, both new and old – film, photography, poetry, prose – to foreground repeatedly 

the question of violence. The second part proffers a reading of Franz Kafka and the law as an example of 

the kind of work comparativists do that upsets the logics of the neoliberal university and state. 

Comparativists, I argue, are uniquely prepared to “read” the forms that populate social life and that enable 

institutional violence in a global framework. 

My insistence on the term “humane” as a constitutive component of the humanities, and more specifically, 

of comparative literature, might be read as a kind of oblique invective against the intellectual trajectories 

of posthumanism that have taken hold in comparative thinking. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

What I seek to undertake here is to approach the familiar and well-worn objectives of posthumanist 

thinking from another vantage point, and to make it do political work for the current economic, political, 

and existential predicament in which the humanities find themselves. Although originally a variant of 

“human,” the term “humane” has come to signify multiple different and occasionally conflicting qualities. 

The first and cardinal meaning that the Oxford English Dictionary provides is “characterized by sympathy 

with and consideration for others; feeling or showing compassion towards humans or animals; benevolent, 

kind,” for which the earliest extant use in English is J. Palgrave’s 1530 Lesclarissement: “humayne, 

cortoyse or belonging to the nature of a man, humayn” (411). This definition is supplanted by another, 

which combines with the former nicely to give a neatly Foucauldian idea of the word’s meaning designed 

or calculated to inflict minimal pain (Foucault: 233) It should not be surprising that the first example that 

this definition evidences is Dickens’ 1841 novel Barnaby Rudge: “Mrs. Varden, regarding the Maypole 

as a sort of humane man-trap, or decoy for husbands” (136). Fair enough; the beneficent dimensions of 

the term can easily situate it at the nexus where the nimble procedures of biopolitics and the extractive 

“philosophies” of (neo) liberalism meet.  

But the OED’s second, less popular but equally old definition should at least complicate the situatedness 

of the term: “designating those texts or branches of study which concern humanity, or which (historically) 

have been regarded as exercising a civilizing influence on the student or reader; esp. designating classical 

grammar, rhetoric, or literature” (2014). The “humane letters” under whose aegis the multiple interlacing 

projects of the humanities sit have, I would argue, been ceded too quickly to the rebuke of that “civilizing 

influence” which appears as an all-too-familiar tropological substitution for “colonizing apparatus.” This 

kind of rebuke is undoubtedly warranted, but does “humane” have to be the conduit for such a destructive 
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enterprise? What follows is an attempt to enter the category of the “humane” and induce, from inside of 

it, a posthumanist self-critique. Only by dint of such a rhetorical re-routing can we ensure that the 

humanities remain unavailable for the appropriation of fascist and ethno-nationalist enterprises. 

2. A time of crisis and comparative literature 
The time in which we are living is a time of crisis. It marks the repression and extinguishing of humanistic 

thought. If the humanities are truly endangered, and find themselves now on the periphery of social reality 

in a way that they have not been before; if we are indeed living in a new era of the movement and 

domination of capital as the dominant shaping force of social life, then this study asks the question: what 

is the status of the “humane” when it is constantly threatened by disqualification on account of utility and 

functionality? Is it possible to exclude the need for imaginative aesthetic expression and reception against 

the force of a dominant politics of profit? Is it possible to imagine a social world inhabited by people who 

willingly forego imaginative aesthetic expression? Is it possible to imagine a social world without some 

component of art, dance, or storytelling? The focus of this study is on establishing a distinction between 

the sciences and the humanities. I insist that the acceleration of profit-oriented research in the neoliberal 

university threatens to undermine the value of work in the humanities and transform them into a singularly 

profit-driven enterprise.  

This distinction between applied science and the humanities is far from a natural emergence, but rather a 

condition of the habitus of contemporary life. The literary humanities, I will argue, are uniquely equipped 

to open up, describe, and complicate the vicissitudes of human existence precisely because they center on 

the study of the relationship between human and text, a relationship which includes creation, reception, 

qualitative evaluation, and distinctly original thought. My argument then moves to the social and political 

realm; I argue that what belongs to the practice of humanistic study is precisely what has become most 

necessary for a critical inquiry into large and systemic phenomena of the political, psycho-social, and 

environmental. 

In the context of these issues, this study commits special attention to the role of interdisciplinary methods 

of study represented in the field of comparative literature. This is a field that has stewarded the values of 

interdisciplinary methodologies long before such methodologies were in vogue, or received any sort of 

financial support by university administrations and ministries of culture. Reading and writing in two or 

more literatures, and more specifically, in two or more languages, represent modes of humanistic work 

that respond specifically and impassionately to the rise of dominant nationalist and fascist politics of 
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identity. At the heart of comparative literature is the acute and lasting awareness of the radical alterity of 

the other, which is what makes its long traditions of, among others, formalism, Marxism, structuralism, 

poststructuralism, affect theory, new materialism, ecocriticism, postcolonial theory, and object-oriented 

ontology, fitting grounds for resistance to the hegemonic forces on the rise in Europe and across the world. 

In the spirit of developing comparative literature’s methodologies of study, this study also calls on a line 

of intermedial versions of problematizing violence against humans and nonhumans alike. Film, theatre, 

performance, and visual art all contribute to the effort to disentangle and re-figure the issues of power and 

violence, not only by representing them, but also by theorizing them. The force of all artistic media, new 

and old, lies in their power to represent and theorize at the same time, and thus the work of the 

comparativist is to perform an imperative, but impossible, double gesture – to contextualize the work of 

art, and to show how that work of art is always already radically decontextualized in its very nature. Only 

in this way can the humanist make art do politically generative work. 

I began my remarks with the articulation that we are living in a time of crisis. This is a crisis not only of 

the humanities, but also of such basic human faculties as seeing and hearing. The rise of a global 

disinformation industry poses a danger to the discursive networks that make such terms as fact, document, 

and even theory, meaningless. Crisis is marked by the continual time of disaster, which Walter Benjamin’s 

angel of history sees as “one single catastrophe,” another name of which is “progress,” or the suspended 

and endless anticipation of some form of survival (2006/2008). Living in history, then, would mean living 

in a time of crisis, because crisis is precisely what constitutes history as such. So what makes the present 

moment of crisis unique in any particular way? First, it is unique because it is a moment in which the very 

notion of a continuous history is becoming unraveled–rather than constitute history, our present crisis is 

undoing that history. It would thus be important for us to begin by reading this crisis etymologically. The 

noun “crisis” comes from the ancient Greek verb krinein, or decide, and thus names a moment when a 

decision must be made. It might, thus, be wise to stop dwelling inside the tourniquet, or whirligig, of our 

ever-revolving crisis, and to take a step outside of it. 

The role of the applied sciences and engineering in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been to 

provide meaningful solutions to the problems of health, infrastructure, energy, and resources that plague 

the world. But if we are approaching the world with a Marxist theory centered on the critique of efficiency 

and reproduction of capital, we see a completely different story. There are numbers of sociologists like 

Saskia Sassen and philosophers like Bruno Latour who have articulated the intense transformative social 
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changes brought on, not only by the developments in science and technology in the past seventy years, but 

also the values that we have ascribed to science and technology as a result of those developments (2007: 

97). If science and technology reign supreme as the producers of any value in this world, then what is the 

role of comparativist thought? Can comparative literature support an effort to imagine and produce the 

structures of a world made otherwise? It appears to me that, paradoxically, in an epoch dominated by 

science and technology, it is precisely in the sphere of fiction that the fictional status of reality becomes 

unveiled. And this is why the critical, expert reader of fiction remains uniquely prepared to “read” the 

forms that populate social life and that enable institutional violence in a global framework. 

The subject of my interests is thus precisely the discipline that attempts to problematize this paradox of 

fiction and reality. Critical theory and comparative literature enable me to see functioning principles of 

reality that fiction attempts to represent in different genres. This means using different modalities of 

expression and different intermedial productions, which include, but are not limited to: the novel, the short 

story, theatre, painting, music, and their expression in different remediations. It also includes a 

comparative framework in which cultural phenomena produced in different historical periods become 

available for juxtaposition–for instance, the realist novel on one hand and film and television on the other: 

French, Russian, and English novels, as well as cinematic material like Krzystof Kieslowski’s Dekalog 

and David Simon’s The Wire. 

In reference to the thesis that the power of the humanities is to challenge the notion of objectivity as such 

– as a notion guided by the motivation for profit and control – it appears that the humanities possess the 

potential to define, through reading and writing, the in-between space of positionality, which is the space 

in which the human resides. In the sciences, this looks like an experiment. In the humanities, this can be 

thought of as a spectacle. 

In both spheres, “seeing” plays a key role, and with it, the analysis and meditation in the direction of 

producing laws that are significant to man and his action in the direction of a broad network of activities 

connected to utopian goals, equal rights, and liberties. According to the universal declaration of the rights 

of man, “seeing” the suffering of others is the reason that turns into international law the kind of utopian 

behavior that aims to produce conditions of living free from discrimination, torture, and violence. With a 

view of the organization of social relations through the prism of comparativist analyses of different 

historiographical narratives, which also include contemporary documentary productions, as well as their 

fictional representations, “seeing” produces analyses of the failure to achieve these utopian goals. 
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Through the transformation of “human” into “human capital,” we encounter a particular kind of eclipse 

of “seeing.” Wellbeing can only be achieved through the deadness of the labor that transforms humans 

into human capital – the kind of transformation in which the neoliberal university plays a central role. 

Universities are, in the words of the economist Caroline Hoxby, “venture capitalists that invest in human 

capital” (2013: 1-66). The production of capital is the result of the exploitation of the workforce; and in 

the post-industrial world of today, abandoned factories dot the maps of the Western world, and labor is 

outsourced for efficiency and functionality. Our discipline needs to find a way to re-center itself on the 

word “human” and use the forms of exploitation at work today to explain who all qualifies as human in 

the first place. As opposed to this composition of powers, which insists on forcing technological results, 

rapid innovation, and continual change, it appears that the freedom to open up any question of politics at 

least partially removed from the logics of profit is precisely in the marginalized disciplines that, in the 

eyes of the system, do not merit any kind of profit. 

Precisely at the moment when we think that there is nothing outside of the world of the market of 

exchange, we encounter the question of the peripheral, marginalized, and removed spheres of worthless 

and immaterial action, which is coincidentally the space where ideas have value, and where wealth is not 

the only desired purview of political action. The key realization in the attempt to give the comparativist 

reading of literature the prompt to any kind of political action is in the relationship between word and 

image. It is also in this intermedial space between word and image, or text and image, it’s the same, that 

the utopian model can begin to take shape. Utopia, in the philosophy of Ernst Bloch, never is, it is always 

becoming, and only drifts further away in the increased collapse of human relations under the institutional 

frameworks that claim to keep our world above water (1986: 37). This issue of utopia is a complicated 

one, but one that would be helpful to pursue in the sphere of literary form. In a recent seminal revival of 

formalism, titled Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Caroline Levine makes the case that it is not science, 

and not even philosophy, but literature, that has the capacity to offer a meaningful response to a number 

of social, political, institutional, and conceptual problems (2015:7). Deeply marked by the work of Jacques 

Ranciere, Levine’s book posits the argument that forms, literary or otherwise, are in themselves theories, 

and that they need to be read as such. Like Vladimir Biti, Levine understands well that the meaning of the 

word “theory” comes from the ancient Greek theoros, or spectator, and that any form of contemplation or 

meditation on phenomena of any kind will itself have the form of a spectacle (1992: 386). 
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In the spectacle, word and image become constitutive elements that make possible the establishment of 

laws about the social world. It becomes clear that fiction is a production that induces spectatorship of and 

meditation on the nature of social problems. The insular and isolated analyses of science cannot think 

systematically and singularly all at once because its registers prohibit such a double movement. On the 

other hand, a television show like The Wire can represent, theorize, and problematize, all at once, the 

disappearance of the middle class, the conditions of education in Baltimore, the racialized politics of 

incarceration, the networks of illegal drug trade, and the hierarchies of power within gangs. Through this 

fictional text, the complex structure of fiction allows it to become a theory, through mutual influences that 

lay bare a chain of aspects of social re-segregation along the lines of race and class. 

In his discussion of the problems of reality and utopia, Fredric Jameson speaks of the story and the plot 

as formal aspects of the text which, in the chain of events, become connected in different ways. A 

comparative and theoretical focus on a plot of events that becomes cracked open under the pressure of a 

reading indicates that fictionality and non-fictionality are deeply imbricated with one another. The realist 

story has particular exits, as Jameson explains, and the utopian story contains unexpected possibilities – 

what Levine calls affordances – and thus tends to open up space for exits that affirm the just, the true, and 

the good. In one fictional text, a series of rhetorical interventions in the script and the cinematic frame can 

involve and combine elements of reality and utopia that last until the present and reality do not mutually 

destroy each other (2015: 19). How do we combine and re-combine the realist and utopian elements to 

produce a vision of the future of the humanities, and the future of the human? 

The real answer to this question is not based in differentiation between realism and utopianism, but in the 

power of those two elements’ composition. The ability of fiction to make the impossible possible, and 

even real, lies at the heart of what makes the category of “human” precious and indispensable. The kind 

of story that makes the unusual appear as real is produced by the power of the imagination, which makes 

worlds come alive. This is the kind of story that understands the Marxist syntagma that the smallest human 

unit is two people, not one. Likewise, plot connects narrative structures, and thus becomes a form that lays 

bare the problematic nature of causality. In the sphere of metaphysical reflections, causality needs to be 

argued. In the procedures of storytelling, causality is instead represented. This classic show-not-tell 

guideline reveals that the analysis and/or experiment in the writing of fiction finds social relations outside 

of it. 

3. Comparative literature in accordance with the needs of man    



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 275 

The power of fiction confirms that the humanistic disciplines are indispensable to us, precisely because 

contemporary culture wants to suppress and marginalize them. They are not productive in the sense that 

they provide a diverse investment portfolio. They are, instead, generative, because they offer ways out of 

the tourniquet of the perpetual crisis. In the contemporary moment, focus on television as a mass medium 

actualizes and embodies the human through the framework of social relations, not as an abstract world, 

but in the framework of tragic pre-determined or pre-ordained statuses of the characters who live in a 

cruel, technologically controlled, and complex world of the neoliberal market of competition. Competitive 

relations result in ruined endings. But, still, in them, there is the openness to different turns of the plot – 

and sites of resistance that enable a temporary, and sometimes, a sustained, subversion of the order of 

things. The humanities indicate that the interpretation of the most elementary kind of structure, which is 

plot, can correspond to the content and manner in which things occur in the world. This is why, under the 

pressure of the movement of capital, which seeks to maximize efficiency, the humanities stand to lose 

precisely what is human about them: the proliferation of ways of thinking outside the fiscal. In this way, 

it is possible to think of the humanities as endangered specifically because of the danger that they 

themselves pose for the system that seeks to erase them.  

The concept of the humane, which I have been insisting on, as a coordinate of the discipline of comparative 

literature, is connected to a poetics of literature, which in its own story and plot develops a series of scenes 

juxtaposed in a rhizomatic fashion, in which the question repeatedly occurs, namely whether the world 

today recognizes and exists in accordance with the needs of man. If we attempt to think through the 

category of the humane and its realization through the establishment of justice, we arrive at a point at 

which two spheres of human life coincide. The first is art, and the second is the law. It is here, at the 

intersection of one kind of letter with another kind of law, that we can install a barrier to a comparativisim 

that seeks to maximize profit. Unfortunately, justice is an ideal towards which every epoch of human 

history can only approximate. In this contemporary moment of pragmatism, capital and exploitation, terror 

and crisis, the notion of justice seems to emerge as a counter-point (re)presented by culture. Thus I arrive 

at the point where I see comparative literature’s engagement with the humane as an engagement 

inexorably connected with justice; justice understood as the emancipation of beings, human and non-

human, and the affirmation of all their rights as equal and sovereign. Comparative literature actualizes the 

critical question about the conditions of possibility by which “the human” arises. In this context, the notion 

of the humane faces the paradoxes of its own systems of value, especially as it develops to their logical 
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conclusion its endemic ideas of the rational and mechanical, the programmatic way of life in accordance 

to the rules of profit, and destroys the possibility of safe self-actualization. 

An exemplary author for the purpose of this study is Franz Kafka, whose writings provide a site for the 

thinking of art, reality, and the law in the name of the value of the humane. His literary efforts produce a 

complex contemporary drama of existence staged against the backdrop of the law. This drama, I will argue 

in what follows, which represents the dehumanizing conditions of the law, can become the place where 

we imagine a world created otherwise. 

4. Interpretation of Kafka’s work and the concept of humanity  
I turn now to the example of Kafka in an attempt to think through the issue of the “literary machine” as 

the site of conceptualization where the recombination of percepts and affects can produce reality. Deleuze 

and Guattari pose this question alongside the oppositions of philosophy and science. In the 

conceptualization of a “literary machine,” they suppress the concept of “structure.” From the conception 

of a “literary machine” arises a renewed understanding of Franz Kafka’s relationship with the law. Deleuze 

and Guattari insist on this term (“the literary machine”) in order to lay claim to the philosophical 

dimension of literature. This term is often replaced by the designate “collective expression” because it is 

a concept which in itself anticipates the relations that lie at the heart of power, language, society, and 

desire. The sphere of literature, through the perspective of so-directed philosophical, sociological, and 

(anti-)psychoanalytic conceptions affixes itself to the idea of literature as a “desire machine.” That is the 

prism through which the interpretations of these two readers carry themselves out; which is to say, the 

ways in which they conceptualize the very notion of the literary machine when it comes to the works of 

Franz Kafka or Samuel Beckett, as well as Marcel Proust. The aim of their formatting of the idea is an 

analysis which obliges us to mention and think through the formalisms of Theodor Adorno’s negative 

dialectics, and the more contemporary de- and re-formalizations of deconstructions, which problematize 

the status of a stabile and determinate rational conception in relation to literature and its representational 

mechanisms of the law, justice, institutions, and, of course, of the human within them (Geleuze & Guattari, 

1983: 37). 

The literary works of Franz Kafka are a part of this critique even though they are traditionally 

characterized as intimate literature. As Marthe Robert explains in the study titled “Citizen of Utopia” in 

the book The Critiques of Franz Kafka in His Time and Ours (Raboin, 1973: 19), one can speak of the 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 277 

many intense reactions against the readers and critics, which have pointed to the connection between his 

intimate life and the written text. It thus becomes possible to think of his writings as intimistic.  

The second qualification that marks this author on the public scene is his tendency to write literature filled 

with symbols, allegories, and the absurd. Given the fact that these traits dominate in the context in which 

Kafka’s works were originally received – especially France – Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari approach 

their interpretation of him in a completely different way. They begin to give the Czech and German 

interpreters of his works more space in their critique. The focus on bureaucracy brings to the foreground 

the importance of Kafka’s education (as a lawyer) and his employment (as an officer in the Insurance 

Bureau and in the workers’ union), where as a writer he will begin to develop the experimental aspects of 

his style as he begins to write union leaflets. These critics from Central Europe point to his intense interest 

in politics, and especially his investment in socialism and anarchism (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986: 58). 

This dimension of Kafka’s oeuvre was not noticed by his friend Max Brod, who after Kafka’s death edited 

and published the majority of his extant works. Beyond the political component that Deleuze and Guattari 

bring out, there is also the biographical component, which they also refer to, through the work of 

Wagenbach in Kafka, Himself, and Kafka, the Early Years. Through these texts, we find a renewed focus 

on the comical and joyful in Kafka, or as they themselves announce in his books, there is a mention of a 

so-called “joy for desire” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986: 68). As for his “political activity,” so too for his “joy 

for desire,” Deleuze and Guattari emphasize these components in the works. When life finds itself on the 

edge of death, that is when Kafka also brings out “guilt as its own circus” ( Deleuze & Guattari, 1986: 

52). That is the cause for which it becomes very problematic to speak only of those moments in Kafka 

when the work focuses on nervousness, anxiety, and then apoliticism and tragedy, which are all understood 

as existentially represented in Kafka’s work. Those are elements that only help us see a very narrow, 

individual, personal situation projected on the creation of literary representation. These aspects, the 

relation to politics, the reality and relation to joy and desire are affirmed when we pay attention to the 

ways in which the public reacts as it reads the first chapter of The Trial, posthumously published in 1925. 

In this novel, the chapters were ordered by Max Brod. Kafka’s genius becomes even more enunciated by 

those moments when joy and politics become intertwined. Compared with the works of Friedrich 

Nietzsche and Samuel Beckett, when Kafka’s oeuvre turns on the experiences of fear and tragedy, it 

produces a skewed and problematic understanding of the sense of the works; namely, all of a sudden, there 



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 278 

are many elements in his texts that might have been interpreted in a number of ways, but are now narrowed 

into a vision of the tragic. 

Franz Kafka’s work is known for the multiplicity of its genres, the letters whose main characteristic is an 

unfinishedness, and stories that feature animals. Key among them is In the Penal Colony (In der 

Strafkolonie, written in 1914, revised in 1915, and published in 1919). In this text we encounter the 

punishment machine. One imagines that this story could be compared with Torture Garden by Octave 

Mirbeau (Les jardin des supplices, 1899/2003). The writing of Kafka’s letters is a way in which to reckon 

with the distance of the correspondent, who enables long projections and delays of the idea of a meeting, 

and thus the realization of the desire to write. Parallel with it is the sense of guilt, although to begin with, 

that sense is connected to an Oedipal, familial, or marital guilt. In “The Judgment” (Das Urteil, 1912), the 

love of the father emerges in the foreground, as it is related to the ability to understand the marital 

condition itself, and to the examination of the decision to give up on the wedding – or, in general, what it 

means to give up on the real, and not the literary or written relation to a woman. The cornerstone of the 

guilt in Kafka is actually the duplicity of the subject, who in reality is happy and free as long as there is a 

correspondence with his fiancée, to whom he sends letters that contain a version of his subjectivity in 

expression: the writing subject, who in the moment of writing expresses his sorrow because of the end of 

the relationship, and the tragic subject, who encounters the problem of the law, understood as a 

responsibility.   

In Kafka’s Diaries, when the “verdict in the hotel” arrives, it is expressed by the court to the family, 

friends, and plaintiffs, but also to the woman with whom he cannot establish any relationship, let alone 

marriage, but only written communication. Levinas explains that the relation to the other is at the heart of 

justice (Levinas, 1979: 62). He speaks of the so-called “infinite law” and a so-called “Jewish humanism”, 

whose basis is not “the right of man” but “the space of the right of the other” (Nine Talmudic Readings, 

17-18). Justness, as Levinas explains, is not a law or legality; it is also not an equality, an equitable 

distribution of justice, but a phenomenon which can only be registered in absolute asymmetry. In “The 

Force of Law,” Jacques Derrida points out that no single decision is grounded only in the punitive act. 

Instead it must begin with the condition of consciousness and interpretation of the written rule, but also 

must include the activity and practice of measurement. In the context of “infinite justice,” Derrida insists 

on its “mystical” dimensions (Derrida, 1992: 40). He also believes that we do not establish rules in the 

space and time where we are thrown, but on the other side of morality, law, and politics. To be a justifiable 
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decision, in the moment in which it has been brought, it needs to bring into question and induce the 

constant reexamination of the existing law, even as it reaffirms it.  

To return to Kafka’s work, and especially the Letters written to his fiancée Felice Bauer, we notice the act 

of judgment reemerge in the form of an institutional and not an individual act, which absorbs the intimate 

exchange of relations. From the beginning of his correspondence with a woman whom he has met only 

once and to whom he will write for five years, Kafka writes “The Judgment,” which is followed by a 

period of letter-writing in sizable volume. Felice is incapable of responding to him at the same rate. The 

river of parts with written address is large. Starting from that situation, the breakup with Felice, guilt 

becomes a central theme and preoccupation around which the rest of the works will revolve. “The 

Judgment” is one of the first among many which thematizes the problem of an encircled realization of the 

relationship with Felice through marriage. 

Unlike his letters, the short stories revolve around man’s abandoning of the territory of human existence 

along the lines of deterritorialization and the metamorphosis into the animal world. The transfer into 

animality does not transpire through an act of movement, of travel, because the metamorphosis can occur 

in the space of a room, where it is not necessary to acquire a sense of passage. Deterritorialization here 

means the change of one’s own territory and subjective thought. These stories unite the real or speaking 

subject, the speaker and the subject of expression into a single speaker. In this unity of subjectivities, 

Kafka attempts to find a new form of escape from or solution to the institutions that adjudicate his 

existence; in this case he attempts to do this into the animal world. In the form of an animal, the key form 

of a number of his stories, the limit of the degraded human is crossed into a new dimension which unifies 

the two subjects that realize an act of escape, but do not succeed to exit that animal world. They, like him, 

move in circular fashions and thus change their own positionalities. “The Judgment” is a story in which 

the son dies in the end, and fails in the attempt of his escape; he does not transform into an animal, and 

jumps off a bridge as he is sentenced to by his abusive father, only to find that the other side is not Russia, 

namely it is not the land which his friend lives in. The Oedipal dimension of the story dictates that the son 

must die because he cannot manage the superiority of his father, who in turn is in contact with both him 

and his friend in Russia.  

Unlike “The Judgment,” the other short stories attest to a much stronger presence of transformation, and 

the exposure of the reader to the ontological facticity of animals. In these stories, animals have their own 

territory, but also a tendency towards an atomized, molecularized representation, which foregrounds a 
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kind of anti-social character. Such is the case of Josephine, a mouse who reunites with a big community 

of her own people made up of individual animals. The dog is disturbed and reacts to the presence of the 

other musician dogs, and the mole in its lair that fears a number of smaller animals which it senses moving 

around its underground hiding spot. This is a broad spectrum of affects associated with the lives of 

animals. The molecular presence of individuals, or entities, of a chain of entities, of triads, of pentads that 

reject the sixth member, of dyads, etc., bears heavily on the possibility of executing a comparison of the 

machine system made up of independent parts that do not function less than an integrated machine; 

instead, they are a composite part of such machines. 

In each of these cases, the animal is trapped in a situation from which there is no exit. On the other hand, 

in “Blumfeld, the Older Bachelor” (“Blumfeld, einältererJunggeselle,” 1915), the story begins with a 

situation in which Blumfeld is not married and wishes to get a dog. But instead of a dog, he acquires two 

white balls that jump on the floor, which are then replaced by two bureaucratic officers. With this, the 

short story, just like The Penal Colony, opens up to the introduction of the system of the machine, which 

is discussed in greater detail in the novels.  

The novels do not feature any animals as characteristics; what is dominant here is the machine and its 

composite elements. The indicators that correspond to the machine are registered in the short story “The 

Metamorphosis” (“Die Verwandlung” 1915), where a transformation into a monstrous vermin transpires, 

but the family itself functions as a hurdle that prevents the son-vermin from emancipating himself. Here 

we return to the Oedipal complex, with the triads that populate the story – tenants, investigators, 

bureaucrats – and with the death of the main character, the final metamorphosis of Gregor Samsa. In 

“Investigations of a Dog” (“ForschungeneinesHundes,” 1922), Kafka represents the musical notations that 

determine the movements of the seven dogs, but undermines the possibility of bridging the allegorical to 

the literal and allowing his characters to become anything else besides animals. 

The most expressive example of a story that seems like it is the beginning of a novel is The Penal Colony, 

where there is a machine, an abstract type of construction, which breaks at the end of the story. In this 

phase of the relation to the machine system of society and the functioning of desires within it, Kafka can 

only describe the execution of a punishment, to give it as a tautological reason for punishment, to undo it, 

and end the relationship between the old commander and his successor in the workplace with a return to 

the Oedipal phase. The relationship between the two, which takes place on an island, disintegrates just as 

the machine which is meant to kill the last person disintegrates too. The return of the suffused effect of 
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inescapability that dominates the scene gets activated by an image excluded from the revised version of 

the story. This image, from the end of the story, depicts the traveler, who visits the colony standing on his 

arms and legs, like a dog, as he leaves that space for the last time. This means that the effects of 

deterritorialization become internalized as the human disintegrates under the pressure of animality. 

With the people that function as characters in the novels, there is a wider social vision that unravels 

through the figure of the machine. These people are capable of action just enough so that they can divert 

the direction of violence and the inhumane expression of desire. This is the strongest area in Kafka’s 

writings, where it is possible to attain a degree of projected power over the surface of the system. The 

literary machine in Kafka is divided, as Deleuze and Guattari explain, into three areas: the letters as an 

expression of the “deal with the devil,” where the subversion of the approach to a responsibility of the 

other becomes foregrounded, the stories dominated by animal forms, and the novels shaped by machinal 

systems. 

In The Trial, Kafka reiterates the archive of narratological and representational movements with which 

the earlier stages were preoccupied. The anticipation of Felice’s judgment and the man on all fours in The 

Penal Colony resurface as two structuring images of his magnum opus. Contrary to what one might 

believe, he does not retreat from the realm of art, instead, he draws politics, economics, and bureaucracy 

into his lair and undoes them in the genre of the novel. Kafka’s engagement with politics and the legal 

sphere is deeply determined by the genre of the novel, whose plurivocity enables him to animate those 

distinct manners of speech.  

5.  Conclusion 
This study is an attempt to mediate the understanding of the position of art through the perspective of 

comparative literature. This discipline provokes the question of meaning in the text that actualizes the 

absence of pain, the awareness of the importance of creativity and the critical attitude towards modernity 

and post-postmodernity, in which market and commodities become unidimensional, uncritical, inhuman 

or dehumanized ways of existence. At the same time, the discipline itself is being developed to actualize 

aspects of philosophy, sociology or anthropology, not just the criticism of literature, i.e. comparative 

literature is an interdisciplinary approach to artistic texts and a search for symptoms of critical thinking 

under the pressure from humanity in the contemporary epoch. The progress expressed through the 

discoveries in science, but also under the tight control of prescribed norms and the requirement to live 

exclusively under the umbrella of such a normative relationship, is particularly relevant in the work of 
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Franz Kafka as a canon in world literature in which deterritorialization or taking of animal forms, forms 

of entities such as Odredek, marginalization of the human dimension in circumstances of pain and feeling 

anxiety and living necessarily accepting blame is explored in the context of the big picture that the 

comparative approach to the ambiguity of the phenomena of language, body, text or personal, and 

collective identity and exceptional attitude towards others that can build in contemporary contexts of our 

existence. 

Through the prism of examining the aspect of humanity and comparing it in areas such as comparative 

literature and its subject of research we use the concept of "dialogue" or "humanity," "absence of pain due 

to disqualification" and "empathy with the Other" for the sake of self-recognition and self-understanding 

through the prism of that otherness which gives the discipline a very important place in the field of 

humanities in general. The importance of the humanistic potential of the sciences that study the productive 

spirit of man, and not his captivity in the one-dimensional body, enables us to make a connection between 

comparative literature and its interdisciplinary approach, the phenomenon of humanity in its ambiguous 

existence as a value-conscious existence and the creation and canon of literature presented through various 

stories in which animals become realistic forms of humanity in the conditions of inertia and consumerist 

culture. 

What Kafka’s work attests to, ultimately, is literature’s paradoxical position as a witness to the 

inscriptional power of the law, which carries within it its own protection. Why does force become 

dangerous in the hands of the law, and why does law fear force? Contemporary law’s tendency to force 

has the capacity to incite war or raise a workers’ strike. The law acquires and amplifies this affordance 

from literature, whose admittedly weak but definitely existent performative dimension lies at the heart of 

social life.   
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Abstract  
One of the most influential people in the English culture is William Shakespeare, and teaching English 

language and literature cannot be imagined without his works. Many professors agree that for an easier 

and better understanding of his works it is vital that adaptations of the said are used. The use of 

comparative methods between different versions of one work can result in a spectrum of different opinions 

and views on his works, and their intended message. The same scene or frame from several sources allows 

the audience to form their own view of Shakespeare’s works; the contemporary setting of the films brings 

the story closer to the audience; the two languages – original and in film – are compared. The research 

presented in this paper was carried out in a high school, where the students were encouraged to note the 

similarities and differences in the film language as compared to that used by Shakespeare. The choice of 

frames and shots compared enabled the students’ responses to the elements that build the scene. With this 

in mind, several scenes from the following adapted works were looked at: Romeo + Juliet by Baz 

Luhrmann and Macbeth by Orson Welles. The high school students were then encouraged to give 

comments on the selected scenes, as well as to express their own opinions about the lighting, music, frame, 

emotions, camera movement, etc. The adapted works of Shakespeare as teaching aids will help students 

create their own opinions, as well as understand Shakespeare’s works better. 

Keywords: Shakespeare, adapted films, scenes, frames, questions and answers 

1. Introduction 
Recognizing the importance of ‘bringing to life’ Shakespeare's texts helps students to fully experience his 

works, regardless of whether they are theatrical, audio, or film plays. In approaching Shakespeare's works, 
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one of the most accessible resources for teachers are film adaptations. Here we will focus on adaptations 

and how, as well as to what extent, they can help students understand Shakespeare's works.  

The English language teachers in the high school where the research was carried out agree that 

Shakespeare was understood and enjoyed by the students when they watched the film adaptations of his 

works. Students were expected to actively participate in the discussion with their own thoughts and 

comments, and to draw their own conclusions. 

Prior to watching the film version, the students were expected to familiarize themselves with the whole 

play, as well as to carefully read the set scenes. When working with film adaptations it is better to watch 

more versions, because they offer different perspectives. Hopefully, the students will think about how and 

why these stories are still present today. As this is part of the English language class, the focus is not on 

techniques and stage effects, but, rather, on their impact on the viewers. On one hand, these techniques 

and effects affect the assessment and understanding of certain scenes, frames, and/or the whole film, while, 

on the other hand, they affect Shakespeare's message. They ultimately help the viewers draw their own 

conclusions.  

2. What adaptations of Shakespeare’s works have shown so far 
Previous research (Osborne, L., 2003) has shown that when Shakespeare is taught by only focusing on his 

plays as high forms of literature, many important messages are not understood, because many high school 

students are not able to connect to Shakespeare’s words. However, when adaptations of his works are used 

in class, the whole setting changes, and his words are understood better. Because of that, it is important 

that research is carried out into the use of the language used in the adaptations, which includes analyses 

of the speeches of Shakespeare’s male and female characters in the adapted works. It has been concluded, 

for example, that Hamlet made 358 speeches, some in dialogues and others in monologues. Authors Peter 

Yeung, Pablo Gutiérrez, Glenn Swann, and Cath Levett state that the female characters with the most 

speeches in Shakespeare’s works are Cleopatra in Antony and Cleopatra, with 204, as performed by 

Elizabeth Taylor in 1963, and Rosalind in As You Like It, with 201, played by Helen Mirren in 1978. 

Meanwhile, as regards speeches made by Shakespeare’s male characters - Richard III's speeches, 301 in 

total, are counted through the role of Kevin Spacey, and Othello, with 274 speeches, through Lawrence 

Fisher. Furthermore, the authors claim that only 17% of the speeches in Shakespeare's plays are made by 

female characters. Shakespeare may have been widely recognized as a visionary at the time, but this 

description cannot be applied to his perception to gender equality. According to Open Source Shakespeare, 



SECTION 3: LITERATURE, TRANSLATION AND CULTURE 

 286 

on average, the male characters were given 81% of the speeches, while only 17% were left to the female 

characters, and the remaining speeches were made by strangers or locals. Shakespeare’s female characters 

had little opportunity to speak, according to the same source, as, for example, in Timon of Athens, where 

there are only nine speeches by women as compared to 725 by men. Although the population in 

Shakespeare’s England was roughly equal gender-wise - 53.5% males and 46.5% females, men, 

nevertheless, dominated society. Although it was noted that a sufficient number of female characters 

deliver dialogues or monologues in Romeo and Juliet, the conclusion that remains is that the male 

characters predominate in Shakespeare's works, regardless of the genre. 

According to Shakespeare's World Bibliography, there has been an average of 410 professional 

productions of Shakespeare’s works each year in the period between 1959 and 2015. Some of these were 

one-off shows, but other productions ran year-round. In the said period, A Midsummer Night's Dream was 

the most popular, with at least 2,058 productions, followed by Hamlet, with 1,917 productions. 

3. Research questions 
As we look at the use of adaptations of Shakespeare's works when teaching high school students English, 

the following research questions are examined and appropriate conclusions drawn, based on the answers 

provided by students in three classes. The following three questions were used in the survey: 

a) What cultural values do Shakespeare's works bear in the way they are performed? 
b) What is the use of Shakespeare's language in written, play, and film texts? 
c) What is the difference in the value of Shakespeare's works depending on the source of 

 the work?  

These, and several other questions, are the basis for the conclusion about the scenes, or the film as a whole. 

Comparing the same scene from multiple sources allows the students to form and develop their own 

opinions. A comparison of the techniques and their elements shows Shakespeare’s own vision, as well as 

that of the director. 

4. Methodological aspects of the survey 
A survey was conducted among high school students from three classes (approximately 80 students, aged 

16), who had had no prior experience with Shakespeare’s plays, with the aim to assess the impact of 

selected adaptations of some of Shakespeare’s plays. The respondents were required to provide their 

opinions concerning the said adaptations, as well as detailed answers to specific questions. The 

questionnaire consisted of 10 questions concerning the value of Shakespeare's works, their influence on 
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the English culture and language, as well as an analysis of the scenes with all their effects. By comparing 

the questions, we were able to analyze the answers we received. The results are provided according to the 

questions in corresponding tables, which allows for a clearer picture.  

5. Analysis of the survey 
The survey (consisting of questions with multiple answers) was conducted in three classes of high school 

students. The questionnaire consisted of 10 related questions, three are mentioned above (a, b, and c). A 

comparison of each question consisting of multiple answers, each yielding a given result, is summarized 

in appropriate tables.  

6. Analysis of the answers given in the survey 
The results are summarized from the three classes where the survey was conducted.  

6.1. Values of Shakespeare's works depending on the source of the work 
  Modern 

Value 
Cultural 
Value 

Educational 
Value 

Averag
e 

Original work 12% 30% 10% 17% 

Theater play 17% 13% 12% 14% 

Adapted TV version 23% 15% 22% 20% 

Film adaptation 48% 42% 56% 48% 

Table 1: Values of Shakespeare's works depending on the source of the work 

When discussing their understanding of Shakespeare’s ideas, the high school students give film 

adaptations the highest value, while original works and theatrical plays receive the lowest value.  

6.2. Cultural values that Shakespeare's works bear in the way they are performed 
  Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Average 

High 
culture 

Popular 
culture 

High 
culture 

Popular 
culture 

High 
culture 

Popular 
culture 

High 
culture 

Popular 
culture 

Original work 30% 13% 33% 10% 30% 15% 31% 13% 
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Theater play 30% 27% 35% 29% 30% 19% 32% 25% 

Adapted TV 
version 

25% 15% 20% 20% 25% 24%  
23% 

 
20% 

Film adaptation 15% 45% 12% 41% 15% 42%  
14% 

 
43% 

Table 2: What cultural values do Shakespeare's works bear in the way they are performed? 

The answers here show that the original works and the theater plays are considered to be high culture, 

while film adaptations and adapted TV versions are more representative of popular culture. All classes 

agree, with their answers in the 30 - 33% range, that original works (30-35% of plays) have a high cultural 

value. The film adaptations (41-45%) are assigned by them to popular culture.  

6.3. Shakespeare's legacy in the English/world heritage, and his role in English 
teaching and learning as the most prolific and recognizable English author 

The answers are given as ‘correct’ (confirm the claim, T - true) or ‘incorrect’ (reject the claim, NT - 

not true) depending on how the students view Shakespeare as a cultural heritage - pure English or world-

wise. A note concerning the results - more than 90% of the students per class had to provide the same 

answer in order for the author of this paper to consider that answer as an answer provided by the entire 

class.  

 Understanding Shakespeare’s 
works is important to the 
appreciation of the English 
cultural heritage 

Shakespeare’s significance is 
broader than just that of the 
English cultural heritage  

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 

Teaching Shakespeare cannot 
be relevant outside of England. 
His plays only reflect the English 
culture 

T  T  T  

Films in other languages and 
those made in Hollywood 
should not be used to teach 
Shakespeare in schools 

   T T T 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 289 

Films based on Shakespeare’s 
works will always be a part of 
the English culture 

 T  T  T 

It is important for people in 
countries outside of England to 
interpret Shakespeare in their 
own language, and according to 
their own cultural perception 

   T T T 

The Hollywood versions of 
Shakespeare’s plays are made 
to make a profit, not to teach 
universal human values 

   T T T 

The start and expansion of the 
film industry in the last 60 years 
has opened up new ways to 
interpret Shakespeare’s plays, 
which provides an opportunity 
to focus on contemporary issues 
as opposed to the classic 
narrative structure 

   T T T 

Films based on Shakespeare’s 
plays should be adapted only to 
the original language, because 
this is the place where the true 
meaning lies. Film adaptations 
that do not use the original 
language of the text lose vital 
meaning 

T NT T NT NT T 

The English cultural heritage is 
exposed to modern film 
adaptations, which take the 
stories out of their original 
context and create modern 
meaning. These film 
interpretations should not be 
used to study Shakespeare in 
schools 

T  T NT NT  
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Shakespeare is a playwright 
whose works cannot be owned 
by one culture, and that is why it 
is possible to interpret them 
from any perspective 

   T T T 

Table 3: Shakespeare's legacy in the English/world heritage, and his role in English teaching and learning as the most 
prolific and recognizable English author 

High school students consider Shakespeare to be a part of the English cultural heritage, but, at the 

same time, he belongs to the world, because his works and characters depict the circumstances and 

relationships of both his own time, as well as the present time, and the characteristics of his characters 

depict people's behavior then, and now. 

6.4. Preferred items (book or DVD) 
  
  

Book 

Photo Color Sequence 
order 

Text Reader/Vie
wer 

Class 1 35% 38% 55% 69% 55% 

Class 2 33% 40% 58% 61% 65% 

Class 3 36% 42% 56% 63% 58% 

  DVD 

Class 1 65% 62% 45% 31% 45% 

Class 2 67% 60% 42% 39% 35% 

Class 3 64% 58% 44% 37% 42% 

Average-Book 35% 40% 56% 64% 59% 

Average-DVD 65% 60% 44% 36% 41% 

Table 4: Which items do you prefer (book or DVD)? 

When prioritizing images and color as an integral part of books and DVDs, 65% of our high school 

respondents, an audience with their own views, favored DVDs, while books took precedence when it came 

to the text itself.  
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6.5. Use of Shakespeare's language in written, play, and film texts 
 

Use of Language 

Written text Play text Film 
adaptation 

Class 1 Strict Moderate Free  

Class 2 Strict Strict Free 

Class 3 Strict Moderate Free  

Table 5: What is the use of Shakespeare's language in written, play, and film texts? 

All the classes agreed that the written text in Shakespeare's plays, with his writing style and his use of 

language, was stricter, while the adapted film versions of his works used freer expression and did not 

adhere word-for-word to his plays. The students also pointed out that the use of language in the drama 

depended on the director’s own view of Shakespeare, and that it might range from moderate to free use of 

language.  

6.6. Cover image 
When it comes to the content and the choice of images for the title or the presentation of the plays 

(original or theater), DVDs, or film adaptations, we can safely say that 90% of the high school respondents 

indicated that the cover should be a striking image that shows the action of the work itself, and the 

representative images that are used for marketing purposes should have their own chronological order that 

will act as a guide through the work. As for the scripts and books, the students also agreed that the title 

page should be effective, and the illustrated pages should show the significance of the scene. When it 

comes to the color of the corresponding images, it should support and reflect the action displayed on stage. 

The logos, banners, cover page, font, and similar elements should reflect the work and convey its history 

as a first impression of the work itself. Some of the respondents noted short content, character analysis, 

and what the writer wanted to convey. 

The students analyzed the following adapted works: Baz Luhrmann's Romeo + Juliet and Orson Welles's 

Macbeth as film adaptations, and Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth performed at the Macedonian National 

Theater. An analysis is provided for the four questions that follow.  
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6.7. Analysis of the first scene of Romeo + Juliet and Romeo and Juliet 
As previously-mentioned, in instances where more than 90% of the respondents per class provided the 

same answer, the author of this paper considered that answer as an answer provided by the entire class. 

The first scene to be analyzed is Romeo and Juliet's first encounter at a party, which ends with a kiss, as 

well as the knowledge that they are from rival families that have been quarreling for some time.  

 Theater play Film adaptation 

First scene of Romeo + Juliet 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 

Lighting Excellent Beautiful Appropriate Appropriate Beautiful Appropriate 

Music Exciting Beautiful Lively Lively Appropriate Appropriate 

Frame Broad Broad Broad Broad Broad Broad 

Emotions Enthusiastic Affected Enthusiastic Enthusiastic Breathtaking Enthusiastic 

Camera 
movement 

Independent Broad Independent Independent Appropriate Broad 

Costumes Beautiful Appropriate Appropriate Appropriate Modern Appropriate 

Sequence 
type 

Broad Slow Broad Broad Slow Exciting 

Table 6: Analysis of the first scene of Romeo + Juliet 

The elements of the scene analysis from Romeo + Juliet were as follows: a) All of the respondents 

liked the lighting and the presentation of the scene in the right light, since it gave a proper tone to sustain 

the tension and excitement; b) The music in the background added to the excitement, restraint and tension; 

c) Regarding the frame, all of the participants agreed that it was broad enough; d) The audience’s emotions 

showed a range of excitement and enthusiasm for learning about love at an early stage; e) The zooming, 

panning and other camera movements offered appropriate coverage of the scene in question; f) The 

costumes inspired, and were appropriate for Shakespeare’s time and modern for the present; g) The scene 

sequence type was slow and wide enough to see the appropriate footage. 

6.8. Analysis of the second scene of Romeo + Juliet and Romeo and Juliet 
Once again, in instances where more than 90% of the respondents per class provided the same answer, 

the author of this paper considered that answer as an answer provided by the entire class. The second scene 
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from the same work analyzed the dying scene of the two fallen young lovers, which results from a 

misunderstanding, but should be a lesson for both quarreling families. The young people only want their 

love to be recognized, and to have the freedom to fall in love.  

 Theater play Film adaptation 

Second scene of Romeo + Juliet 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 

Lighting Appropria
te 

Dark Appropria
te 

Excellent Dark Appropria
te 

Music Worrisom
e 

Dark Frightenin
g 

Dark Strong Appropria
te 

Frame Broad Slow Slow Good 
angle 

Broad Broad 

Emotions Tragic Tragic True love Sorrow Sorrow Tragic 

Camera 
movemen
t 

Slow Appropria
te 

Broad Slow Appropria
te angle 

Slow 

Costumes Beautiful Appropria
te 

Real Modern Appropria
te 

Beautiful 

Sequence 
type 

Slow Appropria
te angle 

Broad Slow Slow Appropria
te angle 

Table 7: Analysis of the second scene of Romeo + Juliet 

The questions from the first scene apply here as well, and their answers are provided in Table 7 above. 

6.9. Analysis of the first scene of Macbeth and Macbeth 
As previously-mentioned, in instances where more than 90% of the respondents per class provided the 

same answer, the author of this paper considered that answer as an answer provided by the entire class. 

An analysis of the first scene of the tragedy Macbeth is when King Duncan thinks he has not rewarded 

Macbeth quickly and sufficiently enough for the services he has rendered in stifling the Macdonwald 

uprising and defeating the Norwegians. Macbeth’s answer is analyzed.  

The scene where Macbeth gives his speech is a room in the royal palace, and his speech is formal in 

keeping with the solemn occasion: a reception by the sovereign of the two victorious generals, Macbeth 
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and Banquo, in the presence of the king's sons and nobles. The public statement of the king that he is 

appointing his eldest son, Malcolm, as his successor makes Macbeth, who has already been honored by 

the royal witches, realize that he has been deceived, and he shows his intentions.  

 Theater play Film adaptation 

First scene of Macbeth 

Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 

Lighting Appropriate Enough light Beautiful Appropriate Appropriate Enough light 

Music Mesmerising Appropriate Cheerful Cheerful To be 
admired 

Appropriate 

Frame Broad Broad Broad Broad Broad Broad 

Emotions Beautiful Enthusiastic Regal Exciting Bold Beautiful 

Camera 
movement 

Wide angle Appropriate 
angle 

Broad Broad Wide angle Slow 

Costumes Beautiful Appropriate Appropria
te 

Modern Real Apprropriate 

Sequence 
type 

Broad Appropriate 
angle 

Broad Broad Appropriate Broad 

Table 8: Analysis of the first scene of Macbeth 

The following conclusions were brought after the analysis of the students’ answers: a) There was 

sufficient light on the stage, creating a solemn atmosphere; b) The music supported the scene and created 

a sense of calm, excitement, solemnity and a soothing atmosphere; c) The frame was very broad and with 

an appropriate sense of reach; d) The audience sensed a wonderful atmosphere, royal demeanor, 

excitement at the reception; e) The camera moved at an appropriate wide angle and was slow, allowing 

all the actors at the reception and their emotions to be seen; f) The costume design was appropriate for the 

reception, the right choice and modern for the time, but also for the present; g) The sequence type was 

convenient and there was a truly wide-angle, so that all shots from the scene were captured in slow motion. 

6.10. Analysis of the second scene from Macbeth and Macbeth 
Once again, in instances where more than 90% of the respondents per class provided the same answer, 

the author of this paper considered that answer as an answer provided by the entire class. The second scene 
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in the analysis of the same work is the scene where Macbeth learns of the death of Lady Macbeth, his 

wife. It is not specified in the story how she died, but it is believed that she has committed suicide.  

 Theater play Film adaptation 

 Second scene of Macbeth 

 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 

Lighting Appropriate Dark 
enough 

Dark Appropriate Appropriate Dark 
enough 

Music Tragic Appropriate Gloomy Gloomy Upsetting Appropriate 

Frame Broad Broad Broad Broad  Broad Broad 

Emotions Tragic Worrisome Tragic Meager Tragic Tragic 

Camera 
movement 

Wide angle Real Broad Broad Right angle Real 

Costumes Appropriate Appropriate Appropriate Modern Appropriate Real 

Sequence 
type 

Broad Appropriate  Broad Broad Appropriate Broad 

Table 9: Analysis of the second scene from Macbeth 

The high school students found this scene to be quite dark, making the lighting further affect the 

audience, which, in turn, contributed to a more negative feeling. The music evoked tragedy, sadness, and 

inappropriate desires that affect both the characters and the audience. Macbeth’s stage and monologue 

caused sadness, worry and misery. The camera moved in wide, appropriate and right angles through the 

sequences and frames of the scene, capturing the right atmosphere on the stage itself. The costume design 

of the characters’ costumes was appropriate and genuine in the reflection of the sadness that the actors 

and the audience carried.  

7. Further research 
The use of Shakespeare's works and adaptations in English language learning is a source for further 

research. Teaching English requires appropriate methods to bring Shakespeare's works closer to the 

students, and one way of doing this is to consider using adapted works in the classroom. Theater plays, 

adapted TV films and film productions, whether they stick to the original work or show directorial 

freedom, represent a spectrum of Shakespeare's perception of all aspects of present-day situations. This 
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represents an inexhaustible well of exploration of every aspect of Shakespeare, his contribution to English 

culture, and the world, in general. The approach itself opens up new horizons and glimpses of Shakespeare 

as an author whose works still dominate on the world literary stage. By opening the door to Shakespeare's 

works, his language, and the representation of human characters, we open the door to the very role of man 

in society. This wide range of Shakespeare's unexplored issues requires the involvement of a number of 

researchers around the world who will study Shakespeare’s impact on society and human life from every 

possible angle.  

Effective teaching requires the use of an appropriate approach. To this end, there is full consent to the use 

of Shakespeare's adapted works in education. There is an inexhaustible amount of information and theses 

that need to be examined and analyzed. Perceiving the impact of adapted works through a series of studies 

should answer a number of questions about the views of contemporary life and Shakespeare. 

The further research regarding the adaptations of Shakespeare’s works should focus on a much wider set 

of scenes from different adaptations, as well as their effect on the viewers, with a special focus on high 

school students. Shakespeare’s influence on everyday life through his universal messages can also be 

researched and comparisons can be drawn in terms of life in his time, and life today. 

8. Conclusion 
This paper deals with film adaptations of Shakespeare's works as a teaching aid for a better understanding 

of Shakespeare's works. The study of English literature and language cannot be imagined without the 

study of Shakespeare, who, in addition to his plays, also contributed to various linguistic developments.  

Students can become more familiar with Shakespeare's works not only by reading the original text, but 

also by the various adaptations that enable a comparative approach to his plays and the film adaptations. 

By understanding both sources, it is possible to see the differences and similarities that exist between the 

original and the film text. As seen in Table 5 previously, the students note that the power is in the language, 

and how powerful the language actually is in Shakespeare's works. The degree of freedom in performing 

certain scenes is also noted. What Shakespeare wanted to do with the effects of the scenes is perceived 

through the comparable streaming of multiple scenes of the same work from multiple versions. The 

students can understand the characters better when they are exposed to different versions of the same text. 

The analysis of the scenes from Shakespeare's two works, Romeo and Juliet and Macbeth, illustrates that 

the adapted works are a good way to master Shakespeare's works and his views on society. They also help 
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bring high school students closer to Shakespeare's notion of each character and their role in the work. The 

intertwined observation of Shakespeare's works and the comparison of their performance - written, theater 

or film language (TV or film) - shows that the language used in the films is much simpler than the language 

used by Shakespeare, which makes it easier for high school students to understand him, and the work 

itself. 
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Abstract  
Adaptation is a process which is inherent to literature and culture in general, although it has often been 

considered a process of secondary importance. As Linda Hutcheon points out, the importance and 

attraction of adaptation lies in the possibility to tell the same story in a myriad of different ways. The novel 

has been considered the dominant literary genre for the past two centuries, so it is no surprise that other 

literary, visual, and performative genres have borrowed and adapted stories from novels. In our paper we 

shall try to present the challenges of adapting the novel for the screen and for the stage based on the theory 

of adaptation by Linda Hutcheon, which sees adaptation as both a process of appropriation, transposition, 

and intertextual interaction between different media. For that purpose, we shall focus on the film 

adaptation of the novel Red Sorghum by the Chinese Nobel laureate Mo Yan, as well as the stage 

adaptation of the seminal Macedonian novel Pirey by P. M. Andreevski. Our paper shall concentrate on 

both the process and the product of adaptation based on the different requirements and conditions for the 

creation of a work of art in the media of film and the theater. 

Keywords: theory of adaptation, novel, intermediality, Mo Yan, P. M. Andreevski 

1. Introduction 
Literary theory has always wanted to operate within clearly defined and delineated genres, though in 

practice that has never been the case. Even when seemingly different media, like theater, music or film, 

are involved, two-way communication and mutual influence have always occurred. For example, during 

the entire XIX century opera borrowed the most popular novels for its libretti; just like film in the XX 
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century adapted the works of Britain’s most famous writers, like Dickens or Scott, or playwrights, like 

Shakespeare. In each new century, we see the classics experience a new transformation, especially with 

the introduction of new technologies that give birth to new media and artistic genres.  

No new medium or genre in its infancy begins from absolute zero, but always builds upon the already 

existing cultural, societal and art heritage. In the process, it adopts the already established and proven 

narrative models before it adapts them for its needs. The main act in that process of transformation is the 

stage of adaptation, a feature that Linda Hutcheon has shed light on, because according to her it is 

undeservedly considered to be a secondary artistic act.  

2. Adaptation theory 
The importance and appeal of adaptation, according to Hutcheon, stems from the possibility of telling the 

same story in many different ways, which we can conclude is a principle in the development of art since 

its beginings, from the bulls of Altamira through the Minotaur from Greek mythology, to Picasso’s famous 

bull drawings, and the Wall Street’s Charging Bull statue.  It affirms Walter Benjamin’s insight that 

“storytelling is always the art of repeating stories” (Benjamin, 1992: 90). When we adapt a certain work, 

we use the same tools that storytellers have always used: we “actualize or concretize ideas; make 

simplifying selections, but also amplify and extrapolate; we make analogies” in a different medium 

(Hutcheon, 2003: 40).  

Adaptation, like parody, has a defining relationship to prior texts, however, unlike parody, it openly 

announces this relationship. It makes adaptation what Gérard Genette would call a “text in the second 

degree”, created and then received in relation to a prior text (Gennete, 1982: 5). Adaptation is often linked 

to another process of transferring meaning from one source into another, and that is translation. Hutcheon 

once again refers to Benjamin and claims that “translation (like adaptation) is not a rendering of some 

fixed nontextual meaning to be copied or paraphrased or reproduced; it is, in a sense, an engagement with 

the original text that, in fact, makes us see that text in different ways.” As a formal phenomenon 

“adaptation is a combination of translation and usually distillation of the adapted work” (Hutcheon, 2003: 

40). However, it is not a literal translation, but more of an act of “transcoding rather than a translation, a 

recoding of a communication act into a new set of conventions as well as signs” (Hutcheon, 2003: 41). 

Adaptation is an act of “transmutation”, but also of “remediation”, in the case of transferring the story in 

another medium, for which  it needs to do “in the form of intersemiotic transpositions from one sign 

system (for example, words) to another (for example, images)” (Hutcheon, 2003: 40).  Finally, Hutcheon 
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indicates that adaptation can also be “process of appropriation, of taking possession of another’s story, 

and filtering it, in a sense, through one’s own sensibility, interests, and talents” (Hutcheon, 2013: 18).  

In our analysis of the adaptations of Red Sorghum and Pirey in other media, we shall be governed by 

Hutcheon’s concise defining of adaption as: 

An acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work, or works;  
A creative and an interpretative act of appropriation/salvaging; 
An extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work. 
(Hutcheon, 2013: 7) 

It is important to stress that we have to view adaptation as a process that yields a final product; thus 

Hutcheon gives a double definition of adaptation as a product (as extensive, particular transcoding), and 

as a process (as creative reinterpretation and palimpsestic intertextuality) (Hutcheon, 2013: 7). The final 

product largely depends on the form, the rules, and limitations of the medium and genre in which the 

adaptation is made, we can even say  more than the actual work and its genre as a source and a starting 

point for the process. The desired end product has a great influence on the methods and steps that will be 

taken in the adaptation process, which is why in our analysis we will focus on the specific procedures 

involved in the adaptation of works for the stage or the film screen.  

2.1. Stage and film adaptation  
The larger issue, according to Hutcheon, underlying the move from page to stage or screen is that of 

the general translatability of a narrative, or what is called “narrativity.” But, in different media 

equivalences that must be found in the different semiotic systems involved for such things, as “characters, 

events, motivations, consequences, context, viewpoint, imagery.” Important factors are also the technical 

constraints of different media that will inevitably highlight different aspects of that story (Gaudreault and 

Marion, 1998: 45). For example, the number and structure of characters, too, can obviously be transported 

from one text to another. The fabula and its separate units can be transmediated, but they may radically 

change in the process of adaptation. It may be done in terms of their plot ordering, the point of departure 

or conclusion may be transfigured, pacing may be transformed, time compressed or expanded, as well as 

shifts occurring in the focalization or point of view. The main reason behind this is that being shown a 

story is not the same as being told one. When reading, we control to a degree how we consume and 

perceive the story which unfolds in our imagination directed by the words of the text; thus, we can stop 

or continue reading at any given moment in time. This gives the author a certain freedom in choosing the 

approach and mode of narration.  
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However, when we watch a film or see a play adapted from the same text, we have moved to the mode 

of showing, and we have no control over the way we consume the story. The adapter, whether a 

playwright, screenwriter or a director, needs to use other means to engage and keep our attention. Film 

semiotician Christian Metz claims that cinema “tells us continuous stories; it ‘says’ things that could be 

conveyed also in the language of words; yet it says them differently” (Metz, 1974:44). Film, of course, 

does not have the luxury of the novel to allow the story to develop along 1000 pages, or in several volumes. 

It is a commercial product that needs to be screened several times a day at the cinema and cannot be longer 

than three hours, whereas, most often, films are no longer than 90 minutes. Thus, every adaptation of a 

novel is foremost a “labour of simplification” (Hutcheon, 2013), because a film has to convey its message 

through images and relatively few words; it has little tolerance for complexity and the multiplicity of 

different levels of the novel, its long descriptions, even its frequent irony, or latent internal deconstruction.  

Similar limitations exist in theater adaptation, such as the limited time length of the play, as well as 

the physical dimensions of the stage which entail certain simplifications of the original text of the novel 

that is being adapted. As is the case with Pirey81, which our further analysis will show, adaptation may 

lead to a compression of an expansive fabula, a trimming of plot lines and secondary features, an omission 

of minor characters, and a removal of descriptive passages in order to focus on the central narrative line 

taken from the novel. As Axelrod points out, texts are reduced to a kind of “homogenization” when they 

are adapted (Axelrod 1996: 204). 

3.  Methodological tools 
In the introduction we revealed the close relationship between the mechanisms of adaptation and the 

translation of works of literature, which provides us with the basis to use several methodological tools 

derived from theory of translation in our analysis. Perdikaki indicates the usefulness of the terms: 

modulation, modification and mutation, and appellations, resulting from Van Leuven-Zwart’s taxonomy 

of shifts in integral translation of narrative texts. Modulation shifts imply an aspect of conjunction between 

the source novel and the adaptation, because the adaptation foregrounds or underplays aspects that already 

exist in the source novel.  Modification shifts entail an element of contrast or contradiction, in the sense 

that shifts of this type radically change the aspects examined; thus, modification shifts pertain to notable 

 
81 The title comes from the name of a type of weed which is persistent and difficult to get rid of, indicating the nature 
of the Macedonians in this novel. The translators of the English version of the novel, Mirjana Simjanovska and Will 
Firth, have decided to keep the Macedonian term, which has become synonymous with the theme of the novel, so 
consequently  we shall be using that title throughout our text (author’s note). 
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changes in the narrative. Mutation shifts suggest that certain elements are absent from either the source 

material or the adaptation. (Perdikaki, 2017) 

4. The film adaptation of Mo Yan’s novel Red Sorghum  
In the introduction of the paper, we stated that film as a medium is different from literature, both in terms 

of the material medium, s well as its specific syntax and means of expression. As the director Zhang Yimo 

says in the interview about his film adaptation of Red Sorghum: “Film, you know, must always be made 

filmic.” (Zhang, 2001) Obviously, the literary source material for the screen play has to have certain 

potential to be transposed onto another medium. Proof that Mo Yan’s novel is a rich source for adaptation 

is the fact that in recent years the novel was adapted into a 60-episode TV series, and also a dance 

performance.  However, one of the crucial factors for the success of the novel, as well as Mo Yan’s 

growing celebrity that culminated with the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2012, was Zhang Yimo’s film 

adaptation that won the 1987 Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festival. Consequently, our analysis will 

focus on the relationship between the original film and the novel Red Sorghum.  

The freedom to adapt often depends on the historical period when it is made, and the position and 

reputation of the work within a given culture. The film was made very soon after the novel was published 

in China, so the general public was not yet familiar with the novel. Furthermore, Mo Yan was yet to be 

established as an important writer, a status that he would later achieve. Mo Yan himself gave permission 

to Zhang Yimo to adapt the novel as he deemed it fit to suit the demands of the film genre, which is often 

not the case with living authors. Another aspect that had a great influence was that it was not a profit-

generating commercial product, a fact confirmed by the director himself: “I myself thought of it in terms 

of form and didn't actually consider the box office too much.” (Zhang, 2001) All of the above are liberating 

factors for the author and make the process of adaptation easier, because they allow the adapter to create 

a work that is faithful to the requirements and the form of the film genre. Zhang himself criticized the 

approach for excessive constancy to the structure of the original, saying that “the other, theatrical kinds of 

films don't take notice of film's means of expression. They don't fully utilize the creativity of sight and 

sound and just continuously knead things like dramatic conflict, theatrical principles, and the climax.” 

Unlike them, Zhang advocates the utilisation of the “the characteristics of film language into full play and 

using our own methods to tell a story”, while every adaptation “should be cinematic” (Zhang, 2001). This 

is accomplished with the use of the previously mentioned adaptation shifts – modification, modulation 
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and mutation, i.e. aspects of expansion, contraction, as well as conflation of different elements from the 

source novel.   

Due to the requirements of the film genre and the conditions of its production, especially its time 

constraints, a number of modifications are made in terms of the narrative structure. The film narration of 

Red Sorghum, unlike the novel, follows a more traditional linear sequence of events. The fabula and the 

story of the base narration line follow a chronological approach to the narration of events. Zhang justifies 

this with the need to “select the events that went on without any interruption, were simple and succinct, 

and went by in one breath in the hopes of creating one overall kind of feeling which is very different from 

literature.”  (Zhang, 2001) The story of the film coincides with the first novella of the Red Sorghum serial, 

but uses events that are depicted in the rest of the serial in order to fill the temporal sequence, as well as 

to provide continuity to the life story of the characters. Unlike the novella, the film shows the history of 

the takeover of the sorghum liquor distillery by the Grandmother character, as well as the arrival of the 

Grandfather and his transformation from a bandit to her husband. In the film, the events are shown in a 

consequential sequence, starting from the wedding and ending with the battle by the bridge. There is only 

one jump in time of nine years in the temporal sequence, marked by the birth and growing up of the child, 

i.e. the narrator’s father.  In the interview, the director points out that almost two-thirds of the film are 

dedicated to the events that happen within a 5-6 day-time frame, beginning with the wedding, the return 

home, the kidnapping, and finally the making of red sorghum liquor in the distillery. (Zhang, 2001) 

An example of modulation of the narration, elements, events and characters in the film is the beginning 

sequence of the film. The film begins with a dark frame, and only the voice of the narrator can be heard. 

That is the voice of the Son, who also has the role of the narrator at the beginning of the novel. However, 

the film starts differently from the novel by immediately introducing the main story of his grandmother 

and grandfather’s life.  

The first character introduced is the Grandmother, on her wedding day, which immediately indicates that 

the film adaptation will not follow the novel’s sequence of the story. It is a central event in the novel, 

though one introduced in Chapter 5, as one in a line of many reminiscences and trips back in the fabula’s 

time line, a shift typical of the narrative style of the novel. The cameras in the first minutes of the film are 

focused on the face of the Grandmother while she is being dressed for the wedding ceremony, a rite 

intended to initiate her into the patriarchal adult world. The constraints imposed on women in marriage, a 

patriarchal institution, are illustrated by the red wedding garments that she is dressed in, as well as the 
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submissive role and the voicelessness that is expected of her, symbolized by the veil that covers her face. 

In the novel, the information about the wedding rites is given to us by the narrator, while in this scene in 

the film the information is related by an anonymous female voice-over, a sort of embodiment of the voice 

of fate and tradition. She announces the proscriptions that must not be broken, so that the marriage will 

not be plagued by bad luck, such as the lifting of the veil or the shaking of the bridal sedan chair. All this 

serves to imply the power of the patriarchy and tradition in that particular historic period. The amount of 

information compacted into this very short sequence illustrates the multilayered nature of the film image 

and the film frame. What it does is to enable a short time sequence to incorporate information, a variety 

of background knowledge and different possibilities for interpretation, all of which sometimes requires a 

whole chapter in the novel to be depicted and to unfold.  

An example of a modulation shift when adapting the basic elements taken from the novel can be the 

attention that has been devoted to the wedding party and the wedding day episode. This important event 

that takes up a whole day in the fabula is conveyed in a single chapter in the novel, while in the film it 

lasts about 20 minutes, which proportionally is quite a significant part of the film. That part of the story 

takes up the first quarter of the film and is used to develop the characters and their histories, as well as 

their psychological profiles and the background of their actions. In the novel the information is unveiled 

gradually and in a fragmented manner through stylistically beautiful descriptive passages.  However, due 

to the economy of the film narration and the need to fully use the first half of the film to lay the foundation 

for an epic climax at the end, the director utilizes this expanded exposition of the wedding for that purpose.   

As an example of mutation, i.e. significant changes and cuts in the film, we can take the role that the 

village and its inhabitants play in the story, especially the battle against the Japanese occupying forces. In 

the novel they have an important role in the depiction of the traditional life in pre-liberation China. In 

addition, they embody the symbol of the Chinese people’s resistance during the Second Sino-Japanese 

War. Perhaps due to budget constraints which led to casting fewer actors, building smaller sets, or 

telescoping the story, the villagers are metonymically replaced and represented by the distillery workers. 

This act puts the focus of the film’s story on the smaller community of family and distillery. Finally, the 

distillery workers, led by the Grandfather, replace the company of villagers in the battle on the bridge, and 

this represents the most prominent reduction and mutation in the depiction of possibly the most important 

event in the novel. In the film, unlike in the novel, they ambush the Japanese convoy practically with bare 

hands and almost with no weapons, while in the literary text the villagers have a certain degree of military 
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training, organization, and arms. Even though that represents a significant deviation from the original, we 

cannot say that it is an error on an aesthetic level, because that reduction also increases the intensity of 

their heroism, sacrifice, and, most importantly, their mythical symbolism that contributes greatly to the 

story’s cinematic quality.  

Another significant modulation appears on the level of the characters, and that is the merging of the 

character of uncle Arhat with the character of the bandit, who even bears a different name, Liu. Through 

this compressed character, an alteration is made to one of the most shocking scenes of him being flayed 

alive, which in the two texts – literary and film – has the aim of strengthening the motivation of the people 

to confront the occupier and seek revenge. Instead of presenting uncle Arhat being flayed alive in the 

center of the village as punishment for killing the mules the Japanese soldiers confiscated from him, in 

the film this gruesome act is inflicted on the prisoner Liu – a bandit who was caught helping the 

recruitment of resistance fighters against the Japanese army. In the film, the flaying is conducted in the 

sorghum field in front of the villagers, brought there by force to build a road for the Japanese army. This 

act, though in reduced form but visually very powerful and semantically rich, illustrates the fight, and also 

the tragedy of the collective, which is an important semantic layer of the novel. 

The format of the paper does not allow us to dive into a more detailed analysis of all the elements of film 

adaptation. Film awards are considered the ultimate validation of the success of a film, and Zhang Yimo 

won the Berlin Golden Bear Award for his film adaptation. We feel that with our short analysis we 

succeeded in presenting the important aspects of the process of adaptation, as well as the interaction of 

different media in creating the final product – the film.  

5. Stage adaptation of the novel Pirey 
Theater as a medium long predates film; its origins lie in the religious rituals from antiquity (revels of the 

followers of Dionysus). Through the ages, theater/drama has accumulated well-defined rules, but also 

restrictions, so that even the attempts at modernization in the XX century could not completely overcome 

them. Film is constrained by the material specificity of its medium, i.e. the rectangular screen, but drama 

is defined and limited by the physical space and the dimensions of the stage. Staged in a relatively small 

space, in a limited time, with a limited number of characters, the play has to present a whole world. The 

play has time constraints, so the author has to optimally condense the events, and the doers of the action 

are usually only a few characters – the dramatis personae.  A play in its essence means action, and to 

achieve greater efficiency and economy in the structuring of the story, the action is stripped down, and 
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any surplus descriptions are reduced to enhance the dynamic aspect of the story. A second important 

feature of drama is its fragmentary nature, a fact which is relevant in the adaptation of works from other 

genres. Based on the principle of synecdoche and metonymy, a play is created by piecing together separate 

fragments of life to depict life in its fullest.  

The novel Pirey by P.M. Andreevski has been adapted into a play twice since its first publication in 1980, 

with the first stage adaptation occurring in 1982, by the National Theater of Bitola, and the second one 

being performed quite recently, in April 2018, by the Vojdan Chernodrinski Theater in Prilep. In our 

analysis we will focus on the text of the 2018 adaptation, though we have also accessed a recording of the 

1982 adaptation on the video sharing platform YouTube, and were able to make a brief comparison 

between the two adaptations. The dramatization for the first play was made by Vladimir Milchin and 

Aljosha Rusi, and was directed by Vladimir Milchin. The 2018 dramatization was the work of Ljupcho  

Gjorgievski, who also directed the play. Upon comparing the two adaptations we can conclude that the 

2018 adaptation follows the original adaptation to a great extent, particularly in the choice of characters, 

events, scenes, and their pacing. This is confirmed in the program of the play, where the cast expresses 

their gratitude to the previous dramatists for the “inspiration for certain moments in our play”. In the new 

adaptation Ljupcho Gjorgievski adds certain additional scenes that are not included in the earlier 

dramatization, focusing more on the scenes from the lives of Velika and the villagers, such as the aftermath 

of the plague and the tragic death of Jon and Velika’s children. The 1982 adaptation places greater 

importance on the historic events and the war, while the newer adaptation emphasizes the mythological, 

folkloric and ritualistic component in the novel symbolized by the character of Velika. All these changes 

and differences are due to the different historical and social context, as well as the different audience 

expectations. A dominant theme in society and culture in Macedonia in the 1980s was the fight for freedom 

of the Macedonian people from the occupation of neighboring countries, so it is not at all surprising that 

the main emphasis was on the historical theme. In 2018, there is a greater tendency to abandon the older 

realistic approach to theater, so this adaptation turns toward the more poetic and mythological themes in 

Pirey.  

Pirey’s structure is quite distinctive in that the main story is told through the characters of Jon and Velika, 

and framed within the beginning and end of the day of Velika’s funeral. Natasha Avramovska points out 

this feature of the novel, which is the division between a frame text that includes the first and last chapter, 

as well as framed text that contains the rest of the novel, i.e. the telling of the story by the characters of 



ENGLISH STUDIES AT THE INTERFACE OF DISCIPLINES: RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

 307 

Velika and Jon. (Avramovska, 1999). There is a 30-year time difference between the historical periods 

presented in the two main structural texts of the novel (the period of the Balkan Wars, WWI, and the 

Serbian occupation juxtaposed to the time of the Bulgarian occupation during WWII). Such a time leap 

between the historical periods, of course, is possible in the theater medium, even common, but the 

adaptation of the novel Pirey decides to take a more traditional turn.  

Long monologues and descriptive narrative sequences are foreign to modern theater and would 

unnecessarily slow and weigh down the story. Therefore, in plays, unlike in novels, the presence of an 

external narrator is rare. P. M. Andreevski skillfully utilizes multiple focalization, where the reader is a 

willing participant in the game of interpretation from whose focal point the story is told. However, the 

theater-goer bases their interpretation on a single perspective that is their view of the stage, and what can 

be heard from there. The dramatist and the director of the first adaptation have made quite a consistant 

attempt to follow the focalization frame used in the novel, although it is impossible to be completely 

successful in that regard. Avramovska indicates that in the novel there are narrators to the fifth narrative 

degree (Avramovska, 1999: 124), but the dilemma as to who the dominant narrator is in the novel is never 

resolved. In addition, Avramovska demonstrates that the frame story (the first and last chapter) “is told by 

an authorial narrator, who even though knows the ‘past’ of the depicted characters, he carefully hides that 

fact” (Avramovska, 1999: 114), and is a kind of “editor” and an implicit author. Therefore, character 

narrators in the intra-frame narrative are introduced in the frame narrative text. Thus, we have Roden and 

Duko Vendija as narrators of the second narrative degree, Jon and Velika --  third narrative degree, etc. 

Subsequently, this leads to a rather complex narrative structure that the reader has to decode by 

themselves, but with the luxury of time, something that is not afforded to the theater-goer. 

 The essential feature of the narrative in Pirey, which helps the dramatist, is born out of the folk tradition 

of oral narration and oral histories (Avramoska, 1999). Hence, it is very productive to introduce in the 

play’s text several narrators to tell the story, but these are only characters that are part of the events in the 

story, like Velika, Jon, Ulja, Masa Kjulumoska, and Mirche. As an acknowledgment of the narrativity and 

descriptiveness of the adaptation’s source material, usually at the beginning of the scenes, these character 

narrators have a longer monologue in which they narrate the events and help bridge the elapsed time 

between scenes, as well as fill in the gaps in the story.  This technique is used to convey important 

information for the viewer in a compressed form, in the shortest time possible, integrating scenes and 

events that span over many pages in the novel. It represents a quintessential example of modulation of the 
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source text on a level of the narrative’s structure, but one imposed by the nature and requirements of the 

genre of drama.   

Another important narrative characteristic of the novel Pirey is the interchangability of the chapters Jon 

and Velika narrate. Out of 28 chapters that make up the framed text, 14 belong to Jon’s story, and 14 

belong to Velika’s story (Avramovska, 1999: 131). That symmetry has been preserved within the play 

adaptation, and, as we said previously, in the 2018 play adaptation, Velika’s story is proportionally more 

represented. The reason why it is important and necessary to preserve these constructive elements is that 

through the marriage and stories of these two characters, several different theme arcs are introduced. 

Primarily, it is the “juxtaposition of the woman’s and man’s world in Macedonian patriarchal society”; 

secondly, the opposition of events in different temporal planes, mythological and historical, is reflected in 

their hardships (Avramovska, 1999: 151). Along those lines, Borislav Pavlovski introduces the contrast 

of the folkloric and magical to the historic, which can be recognized in the narration of the rites and 

superstitions in Velika’s story vis-à-vis scenes related to the war, and his time with the rebels in Jon’s 

story. Vangelov, in his article “P. M. Andreevski’s Style”, also emphasizes the importance of the folklore 

element in his prose and “its multiple functionality of structuring Andreevski’s ‘world’” (Andreevski, 

1999: 29). The integration of mythological time found in the novel’s structure, where it is subordinated to 

real time, is more organic on stage due to its origin in ancient rites. Mythological time also has a practical 

application in the adaptation, beacuse it allows easier movement on the temporal axis and, at times, 

multiple condensation of the narrative and the events within a scene.  

Other minor/supporting/secondary characters that express these collective discourses are Masa 

Kjulumoska (the magical), Lazar Nochevski (folkloric, folk wisdom), Ulja (the Macedonian woman), 

Duko Vendija (the Macedonian man). However, the character of Tole the potter, an episodic character in 

the novel, is of special interest, because in both dramatizations he appears as a kind of herald to the people 

who delivers news from the outside, thus representing the historical discourse.   

TOLE 
Pots, jugs, earthenware, this shall not last for long and the Moscow grizzly bear shall go into a 
trance for us, pots, jugs, earthenware, and you’ll see, I hear she is ready to go to war for us, pots, 
jugs, earthenware, we are the only ones left without a state, everyone one else around us got one, 
pots, jugs, earthenware, are they greater kin to her than us...(Exeunt) (Pirey, 2018) 

His character is one of the most prominent examples of mutation of a character or event from the source 

text in the novel, one who is extensively expanded into a new contextual dimension in the stage adaptation. 
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The second big change is the exclusion of Roden’s character, even though he appears in two chapters of 

the novel and has a central role in the structure and meaning of Pirey. His birth at the end of the novel and 

the shocking scene in which Jon’s death and the beginning of his life intertwine are crucial to the 

reevaluation of the story up to that point, as well as the recognition of the cyclical nature of the narrated 

story. At that moment it is revealed as the embodiment of the cycle of the life-and-death theme, but it is 

also a metaphor for the incessant repetition of the tragic history of the Macedonian people. The need to 

preserve the surprise and climax of the story, and, at the very end, to enable the catharsis of the overall 

story is probably why it was crucial to remove the grown up Roden from the stage adaptation. The second 

major change is the exclusion of the conversation between Duko Vendija and Roden, which besides the 

funeral, is the central motif in the novel’s introduction. That conversation is the basis for the act of 

narration in the novel, the life stories of Jon and Velika and their history emerge from that conversation 

and Duko Vendija’s memory. There are several reasons for this choice, primarily due to the nature of the 

play as a performative genre that is performed on stage in front of a live audience.   

Finally, another significant absence is the reduced physical presence of the Bulgarian occupation in the 

frame text, as opposed to its significant presence in the novel. In the first scene, the presence of the 

Bulgarian occupiers is signalled by the nationalistic song the soldiers sing. It may have been done due to 

technical and financial constraints preventing the hiring of more extras, but also so as to focus the attention 

to the central motif – Velika’s funeral and the accompaniyng religious and folkloric rites. Understandably, 

this way the scene where Velika turns into a vampire is quickly clarified, an event that does not appear in 

the novel, but is used in the dramatization to ease her inclusion as a character on the stage. The same goes 

for Jon, for the purpose of again coming closer to the narative structure of the source text of Pirey. The 

lines that Masa Kjulumoska utters to announce the “vampirism” of Velika are adapted from the novel and 

they help bring to life the beginning of Jon’s narration. 

MASA KJULUMOSKA 
(Upstage) She became a vampire because we did not pour water over our shoulders, and after we 
buried her, we ate with unwashed hands. Maybe, unwittingly we passed something to each other 
over her dead body or something ran over her: a dog or cat, rat or chicken, or maybe a man 
stepped over her body. (Pirey, 2018) 

The same text at the beginning of the novel is part of Jon’s story and it refers to the case of Srebra Ilina 

turning into a vampire, an unidentified female character that foreshadows Velika’s fate and symbolizes 

the hard life of all Macedonian women. This appropriation and modification of the passage in the 
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adaptation accomplishes several purposes and performs several functions: as menioned, in order to 

introduce the Velika character on stage and in the play with more ease, but, at the same time, to subtly 

introduce the mythological and folklore themes as main discourses on which the history of the Macedonian 

people is based.  

In terms of other codes, here we can distinctly see the techniques of adaptation, modification, and 

modulation of important elements from the novel. The descriptive textual passages of time, nature, and 

the village in the novel, for example, are not included in the play’s text. In the initial scene of the 

dramatization, the village chronotope is conveyed with one sentence in the stage directions, a direction 

that the scene is placed in a village graveyard.  The physical space and atmosphere in which the story 

takes place in the play is mostly rendered through nontextual modalities like stage sets, sound, and music. 

It is interesting at this stage to compare the two dramatizations of Pirey. Differences in the directorial 

staging are to be expected, especially in terms of sets and wardrobe. Milchin’s adaptation is faithful to the 

historical era in this context, where village dress, army, and rebel uniforms dominate. Gjorgievski’s 

contemporary version opts for “modernizing” the characters’ look, where the wardrobe is a stylized 

version of city clothes from the beginning of the XX century, with folklore motifs, even inserting 

fantastical and futuristic elements in Masa Kjulumoska’s dress. In order to emphasize her magical 

background, she looks more like the witch Morgan le Fay from the film “Excalibur” than a traditional 

Macedonian soothsayer.  

Previously, we indicated that she is the representative of the magical discourse, but we have to point out 

that she is also very important in the construction of the Pirey adaptation. Most of the scenes in the first 

part convey the life of Velika and are about tragedy, illness, and the death of her five children. Due to the 

lack of access to western medicine, our people turned to superstition, incantations and rituals, making the 

folklore discourse dominant in those scenes. Folklore signifies the presence of the mythological in the 

narrative structure, and with that, also the presence of mythological time and its cyclical nature. Myths 

and rituals are usually used in the staging of plays, both on an individual and a collective level, as in the 

case of the burning of the village dogs to protect the villagers from the plague, an act of conjuring magic 

by Masa Kjulumoska. Besides her chants, her dress, movements, gestures, the set and the music also 

achieve the desired effect. The stage sets also follow the trend to make the original adaptation more 

contemporary. The first adaptation emphasizes the rural aspect and life in the village, while the 2018 

adaption stage sets have a more timeless dimension and highlight the mythological charge of the novel.     
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Pirey as a novel, but also as a symbol of the perseverance of the Macedonian people, will for many years 

to come continue to be an inspiration for authors and artists in Macedonia, and will undoubtedly 

experience new transformations. Petre M. Andreevski’s poetry, for example, was adapted into music by 

the band Ljubojna, and we are sure that in the near future his works will be an inspiration for other stage 

and film productions. In our brief analysis of the dramatization of the novel we have tried to shed light on 

the challenges that directors and dramatists faced when adapting such a multilayered and rich work as 

Pirey, but also reveal the capacity of our theater to transpose onto the stage the seminal works of 

Macedonian literature.  

6. Conclusion 
We have tried, within the frame of this paper, to shed light on the issue of intertextual communication 

between the different media that generate the transformation of works from one medium into another. We 

decided to depict this process through the phenomenon of adaptation. Even though adaptation is often 

viewed as a process and product of secondary importance in literature and arts, Linda Hutcheon, in her 

book Theory of Adaptation (2013), defends adaptation as an inevitable part of the world’s literary tradition. 

In our analysis we focused our attention on the film adaptation of Mo Yan’s novel, as well as the 

dramatization of P. M. Andreevski’s novel Pirey. However, we could have chosen countless other 

examples from Macedonian and world culture. The successfully completed process of adaptation and the 

final product embolden us to claim that artists that decide to adapt a certain work are no mere copyists or 

translators, but as Hutcheon says, “adapters are first interpreters and then creators”. In conclusion, we 

would like to say that even though “adaptation is a derivation, it is not derivative – a work that is second 

without being secondary” (Hutcheon, 2013), but it is a creative act that breathes new life to books, stories, 

characters, and themes.  
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