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From the Editors 
 
As in the previous volume of this series, the contributors to the second 

edition of Forum for Contemporary Issues in Language and Literature 

discuss a wide range of topics related to literature, culture and linguistics. 

This collection of nine original essays of thevolume entitled “From Word to 

Discourse” explores issues concerning both the analysis on the level of words 

and longer passages. 

Our contributors demonstrate interest in women’s writings on one side 

and some cultural aspects of women’s lives on the other. Yulia Klymchuk in 

Images Of Women Artists in Wendy Wasserstein’s Dramaturgical 

Discourse explores the way Wendy Wasserstein constructed images of 

women artists in her play “The Heidi Chronicles”. The aim of the article is to 

study the images of revived female artists: Clare Peeters, Lilla Cabot Perry, 

and Lily Martin Spencer, and the impact of their creative heritage reflected 

in fiction. Female autobiographical accounts are the subject of analysis 

presented by Katarzyna Kozak in her article “Certain things that your 

husband will require from you” - Sex education and sex life in Lorna Sage’s 

“Bad Blood”and Margaret Forster’s “Hidden Lives”. Both authors provide 

first hand evidence that is of complementary character to the research of 

differences in the situation of men and women in terms of pre- and marital 

sex, the access to information about sex, birth control devices or more 

generally Generation Gap. Iwona Świątczak-Wasilewska in her article 

America as a Machine: The Myth of America’s Economic Power and  

the Value Divide in Democratic and Republican Rhetoric seeks to examine 

the Democratic and Republican myths of America’s economic power and 

discuss how these myths reflect each party’s views of the economic capacity 

and economic responsibility of the US government. Maxim Shadurski’s 

Aldous Huxley’s “Roll of Honour”: (Dis)Engagement with England 

Through reference to Brave New World (1932) explores Aldous Huxley’s 

engaged relationship to he problem of England in a wider context of his 

poetry, at the level of genre and narrative topography.  

Four main topics discussed in the section devoted to linguistics are: 

changes in the English language, discourse analysis, Polish grammar, and 

terminography. One of varieties of English language, as Agnieszka Wróbel 

explains the phenomenon of English as a Lingua Franca, is elaborated on by 

the author in her article titled English as a Lingua Franca and 

Formulaicity. The Question of Quality. The issue directly refers to language 

teaching and language production quality. Its outcome, a discourse, is 
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examined in a way by Alexander Garbalev in Vagueness as Discourse 

Strategies. According to the author both the pragmatic and word levels of 

language signs go through coding, decoding and meaning negotiation in 

speech acts. As a result, vagueness serves as a means of reaching some 

pragmatic aims in the frames of various discourse strategies. The text On 

Verb Valency and the Antipassive Construction in the Polish Language 

contributed by Katarzyna Mroczyńska focuses on Polish grammar, in 

particular verb valency theory, different types of valency changing 

operations and antipassive phenomena across ergative and accusative 

languages. The paper on terminography by Agnieszka Rzepkowska titled 

Interdisciplinary Professional Dictionary – Definition, Structure, Typology 

and Applicabilityends the language studies section. Its author presents  

a new terminographic model, an interdisciplinary professional dictionary 

(IPD), which is a response to the growing number of new terms appearing 

nearly on a daily basis and rising expectations of dictionary users. 

We are confident that our readers will once again find much to interest 

and entertain them in this second volume in our series.  

 

Katarzyna Kozak 

Agnieszka Rzepkowska 
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Liliya Kornilyeva 
Kharkiv National Pedagogical University, Ukraine 

 
 

SOUTHEY`S LYRICAL HERO,  
ROMANTIC HISTORICISM  

AND SHAKESPEARE`S INFLUENCE IN 
SOUTHEY`S VERSE 

 
 

Nowadays the rise and spread of the reputation of William  

Shakespeare is often revealed in the context of romanticism. It is 

emphacised that although Shakespeare is regarded as the epitome of the 

great writer, his reputation was at first very different. Shakespeare was  

a popular play-wright who wrote for the commercial theatre in London. He 

was not college-educated, and although his company had the sponsorship of 

King James, his work was not entirely “respectable”. Academic critics at first 

scorned his indiscipline, his rejection of their concepts of drama which were 

derived in part from ancient Roman and Greek patterns. A good play should 

not mix comedy with tragedy, not proliferate plots and subplots, not ramble 

through a wide variety of settings or drag out its story over months or years 

of dramatic time; but Shakespeare’s plays did all these things. A proper 

serious drama should always be divided neatly into five acts, but 

Shakespeare made no divisions at all. The dramatic architecture we are 

familiar with was imposed on his plays by editors only after his death. 

Because Shakespeare was a popular rather than a courtly writer,  

the Romantics exaggerated his simple origins, and exalted Shakespeare`s 

works as the greatest of their classics (Romanticism).  

W. Wordsworth acquired a reputation for being antipathetic to 

Shakespeare, Samuel Taylor Coleridge became a prominent Shakespearean 

scholar, many Shakespearean allusions are found in R. Southey`s works. In 

one of his letters to Joseph Cottle S. T. Coleridge wrote the following: 

 
LETTER 54. TO COTTLE (Stowey,−(February or March 1797) 
Me dear Cottle, 
[…] Public affairs are in strange confusion. I am afraid that I shall prove, at least, 
as good a Prophet as Bard. Oh, doom'd to fall, my country! enslaved and vile! But 
may God make me a foreboder of evils never to come! 
I have heard from Sheridan, desiring me to write a tragedy. I have no genius that 
way; Robert Southey has. I think highly of his "Joan of Arc", and cannot help 
prophesying that he will be known to posterity, as Shakspeare's great grandson.  
I think he will write a tragedy or tragedies (Cottle 2004, 108). 
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Indeed, Shakespeare`s influence on R. Southey`s texts is felt in  

the first place due to numerous Shakespearean allusions: 

 

Сf:  
 
R. Southey:  
 

Gaze hither, ye who weigh with 
scrupulous care//The right and prudent; 
for beyond the grave//There is another 
world! and call to mind,//Ere your 
decrees proclaim to all mankind, 
//Murder is legalized, that there the 
slave,//Before the Eternal, thunder-
tongued shall plead //Against the 
deep damnation of your deed. 

(Poems On The Slave-Trade, VI) 
 

Thy hate, thy bloody aim, – //Into what 
deep damnation wilt thou plunge// 
Thy miserable soul! – …(Southey 1839: 
239) 

 (Thalaba the Destroyer, 1801) 
 

LOBABA. All things have a double po-
wer,//Alike for good and evil. The same 
fire//That on the comfortable hearth at 
eve//Warm`d the good man, flames o`er 
the house at//night; //Should we for this 
forego//The needful element?// […] 
THALABA. What follows hence? 
LOBABA. That nothing in itself is 
good or evil,//But only in its use 
(Southey 1839: 257-258). 

(Thalaba the Destroyer, 1801) 

 

W. Shakespeare:  
 

Besides, this Duncan//Hath borne his 
faculties so meek, hath been//So clear 
in his great office, that his virtues// 
Will plead like angels, trumpet-
tongued, against//The deep 
damnation of his taking-off; 
//And pity, like a naked newborn 
babe,//Striding the blast, or heaven’s 
cherubim, horsed//Upon the sightless 
couriers of the air,//Shall blow the horrid 
deed in every eye,//That tears shall 
drown the wind. 

(Macbeth, Act I, Scene 7) 
 
There is nothing either good or 
bad, but thinking makes it so. 
(William Shakespeare, Hamlet. Act 2. 
Scene II.) 

 

But what is more, Southey was definitely inspired by W. Shakespeare, 

who was also keen on history and depicted so many different royalties in 

his literary works. For the very first time since Shakespeare`s death 

another “portrait gallery” of monarchs and members of the royal family 

appeared in the English literature, being skillfully depicted by R. Southey. 

The opposition of the absolute power of the monarch and the republican 

rule had never lost its topicality in the Romantic era. Revolutions brought 

about changes to the established social hierarchy, and the figure of  

the monarch as an important player on the political arena becomes  

the subject of speculations and heated discussions.  

As a Poet Laureat, R. Southey had written numerous odes to the royals, 

such as “Ode To His Imperial Majesty, Alexander The First, Emperor Of 
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All The Russians”; “Ode To His Royal Highness The Prince Regent Of The 

United Kingdom Of Great Britain And Ireland”; “Ode To His Majesty, 

Frederick William The Fourth, King Of Prussia”; “Ode On The Death Of 

Queen Sharlotte”, etc. But at the same time Southey aimed at maximum 

objectivity while depicting the royalties. This peculiar feature can be traced 

throughout his works. For instance, R. Southey`s lyrical hero begins  

the “Epitaph On King John” in a way far from being loyal to the monarch 

described:  

 
JOHN rests below. A man more infamous//Has never held the sceptre of these 
realms,//And bruised beneath the iron rod of power,//The oppressed men of 
England. Englishman!//Curse not his memory. Murderer as he was,//Coward 
and slave, […] (Southey 1866, 442). 
 

As it is known from history of England, King John made himself 

unpopular with the three most important groups of people, such as  

the nobles, the merchants and the Church. As D. McDowall points out,  

the feudal lords in England had always run their own law courts and 

profited from the fines paid by those brought to court. But John took 

many cases out of their courts and tried them in the king`s courts, taking 

the money for himself. It was normal for a feudal lord to make a payment to 

the king when his daughter was married, but John asked for more, than was 

the custom. When a noble died, his son had to pay money before he could 

inherit his father`s land. In order to enlarge his own income, John 

increased the amount they had to pay. If there was no heir apparent, 

John didn`t give the land to another noble family, as it had been done 

before him. John kept the land for a long time, to benefit from its wealth. 

He did the same with the bishoprics. In 1204 King John became even 

more unpopular with his nobles, because he failed to carry out his duties to 

his nobles as a feudal lord and the Duke of Normandy. The French king 

invaded Normandy and the English nobles lost their lands there. Thus, 

the king had taken their money but he had not protected their land. In 

1209 John quarreled with the Pope over who should be the archbishop of 

Canterbury. The pope called on the king of France to invade England, and 

closed every church in the country. At a time most people believed that 

without the church they would go to hell, and it was a very serious matter. 

The merchants strongly desliked King John because he taxed them at  

a higher level than ever before (McDowall 1989, 28).  

And even Charles Dickens in his “History of England for children” 

wrote the following about King John:  
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I doubt whether the crown could possibly have been put upon the head of a meaner 
coward or a more detestable villain if England had been searched from end to 
end to find him out (Dickens ).  
 

But Southey clearly understood that it was King John who signed a very 

important document, called Magna Carta, which limited the absolute 

power of the monarch. Magna Carta was signed unwillingly and had little 

practical impact, but it was a distinct landmark in the relations of  

the monarch and his vassals, making any king of the Middle Ages take 

into account the needs of his subjects. R. Southey writes about that in  

the following way: 

 
[…] yet he it was who signed//That charter which should make thee, morn and 
night,//Be thankful for thy birth-place: Englishman!//That holy charter, which, 
shouldst thou permit//Force to destroy, or fraud to undermine,//Thy children's 
groans will persecute thy soul,//For they must bear the burthen of thy crime 
(Southey 1866, 443). (Epitaph On King John) 

 
And the same objectivity is traced in many other poetical works by 

R. Southey. For instance, in the poem “For a Monument in the New 

Forest”, Southey`slyrical hero gives an otline of the crimes of William the 

Conqueror, Duke of Normandy, who became King of England in 1066, 

having won the battle at Hastings:  

 
THIS is the place where William's kingly power//Did from their poor and 
peaceful homes expel,//Unfriended, desolate, and shelterless,//The habitants of 
all the fertile tract//Far as these wilds extend. He levelled down//Their little 
cottages, he bade their fields//Lie barren, so that o'er the forest waste//He might 
more royally pursue his sports!//If that thine heart be human, passenger!//Sure 
it will swell within thee, and thy lips//Will mutter curses on him. Think thou, 
then,//What cities flame, what hosts unsepulchred//Pollute the passing wind, 
when raging power//Drives on his blood-hounds to the chase of man; //And as 
thy thoughts anticipate that day//When God shall judge aright, in charity//Pray 
for the wicked rulers of mankind(Southey 1866, 439-440). (For a Monument in 
the New Forest) 

 
Henry VI who was noble, smart, pious, but mentally ill, as his 

granfather, the King of France had been, is described by Southey with 

symphathy:  

 
Henry, thou of saintly worth,//Thou, to whom thy Windsor gave//Nativity, and 
name, and grave; //[…]//He, in spirit like a child.//Meek of heart and 
undefiled.//Patiently his crown resign'd.//And fix'd on heaven his heavenly 
mind// Blessing, while he kiss'd the rod.//His Redeemer and his God.//Now 
may he in realms of bliss//Greet a soul as pure as his. 
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Southey refers to King Henry VIII as “hateful Henry” and blasts him 

for killing his wives, two of whom were cousings and belonged to  

the Norfolks:  
 

Henry, too, hath here his part; //At the gentle Seymour's side.//With his best 
beloved bride,//Cold and quiet, here are laid//The ashes of that fiery heart.//Not 
with his tyrannic spirit,//Shall our Charlotte's soul inherit; //No, by Fisher's 
hoary head.//By More, the learned and the good,//By Katharine's wrongs and 
Boleyn's blood,//By the life so basely shed//Of the pride of Norlolk's line.//By 
the axe so often red,//By the fire with martyrs fed.//Hateful Henry, not with 
thee.//May her happy spirit be! (Southey 1866, 455) 

 
In “Funeral Song for the Princess Charlotte of Wales” R. Southey 

reflects tremendous mourning of the big imperial family for their beloved 

Princess Charlotte of Wales (1796-1817). This royalty was much admired 

by the British, who had seen her as a bud of hope, making stark contrast 

both to her unpopular father George, Prince of Wales (later king George 

IV), and grandfather, king George III, whom the people deemed insane. 

Had Princess Charlotte outlived her father and grandfather, she would have 

become the Sovereign of the United Kingdom. But Princess Charlotte died 

aged 21, after giving birth to a stillborn child 

  
In its summer pride arrayed//Low our Tree of Hope is laid; Windsor, in thy 
sacred shade//Is the Flower of Brunswick laid; Late with youth and 
splendour crown'd,//Late in beauty's vernal bloom,//Late with love and joyaunce 
blest; //Never more lamented guest//Was in Windsor laid to rest). 

 
Describing St. George`s Chapel, Winsor, where Princess Charlotte was 

buried, R. Southey gives brief characteristics to the rulers of England, who 

had been buried there prior to Princess Charlotte: 

 
And here lies one whose tragic name//A reverential thought may claim; // 
The murdered monarch, whom the grave,//Revealing its long secret, 
gave//Again to sight, that we may spy//This comely face, and waking eye; 
//There, thrice fifty years it lay,//Exempt from natural decay,//Unclosed and 
bright, as if to say,//A plague, of bloodier, baser birth//Than that beneath whose 
rage he bled,//Was loose upon our guilty earth; //Such awful warning from the 
dead//Was given by that portentous eye; //Then it closed eternally (Southey, 
Funeral Song for the Princess Charlotte of Wales 1866, 456). 

  
In the given extract R. Southey mentions king Charles I of England from 

the Stuart dynasty, who was murdered upon the command of Oliver 

Cromwell. 

Southey had always been an outspoken champion of the poor,  

the humiliated, the oppressed. The poet had never hesitated to condemn 
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cruelty in its every form. And in this context the relation between the mighty 

ruler and the God Almighty becomes central.  

In “The death of Wallace” one may find the lines which are very 

characteristic of Southey`s writings when he reflects upon the destiny and 

mission of every monarch: 
 

Unrivalled, unopposed,//Go, Edward, full of glory, to thy grave!//The weight of 
patriot blood upon thy soul,//Go, Edward, to thy God! (Southey 1866, 365) 

 
Henry V was one of the most admired monarchs in the history of 

England. Nevertheless, in Southey`s “Joan of Arc” Henry V is depicted as  

a valiant soldier: 
 

"There are those," old Bertram cried,//" Who for his deedswill honour Henry's 
name.//That honour that a conqueror may deserve//He merits, for right 
valiantly he fought//On that disastrous day (Southey 1866, 17);  
 

Skilful as brave, […] (Southey 1866, 17) 
 

Henry, as wise as brave (Southey 1866, 18) 
 

In battle bold,//Savage in conquest, their victorious king//Swept like the 
desolating tempest round (Southey 1866, 19)  
 

a merciless conqueror:  
 

I stood and mark'd the miserable outcasts,//And every moment thought that 
Henry's heart,//Hard as it was, must feel (Southey 1866, 21),  

 

a monarch subject to suggestion:  
 

Oh! that the sepulchre had closed its jaws//On that foul priest,that bad 
bloodguilty man,//Who, trembling for the church's ill-got wealth,//Bade Henry 
look on France, ere he had drawn//The desolating sword, and sent him 
forth//To slaughter! (Southey 1866, 109)  

 
and a personality not only adored but also detested:  

 
Henry of Azincourt, this conqueror-king,//Go to his grave. The long procession 
past//Slowly from town to town, and when I heard//The deep-toned dirge, and 
saw the banners wave//A pompous shade, and the high torches glare//In the 
mid-day sun a dim and gloomy light,//I thought what he had been on earth who 
now//Was gone to his account, and blest my God//I was not such as he! 
(Southey 1866, 22). 
 

R. Southey focuses on the encounter of Henry V and the unknown holy 

hermit who warned the monarch against the murder, which followed  

the English claim for the throne of France and foretold Henry`s death in 

case of disobedience:  
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 […] Sure he spake the will of God,//That holy hermit, who in his career//Of con-
quest met the king and bade him cease//The work of death, before the wrath di-
vine//Fell heavy on his head; and soon it fell,//And sunk him to the grave; and 
soon that wrath//On us, alike in sin, alike shall fall: […] (Southey, Joan Of Arc, 
1866, 109-110) 

 
And what is more, in his notes to the poem “Joan of Arc” R. Southey 

cites the very source from which the information about the encounter was 

taken: 
 
While Henry V lay at the siege of Dreux, an honest hermit unknown to him, 
came and told him the great evils he brought upon Christendom by his unjust 
ambition, who usurped the kingdom of France against all manner of right, and 
contrary to the will of God; wherefore in his holy name he threatened him with  
a severe and sudden punishment, if he desisted not from his enterprise. Henry 
took this exhortation either as an idle whimsy, or a suggestion of the Dauphin's, 
and was but the more confirmed in his design. But the blow soon followed the 
threatening; for within some few months after, he was smitten in the fundament 
with a strange and incurable disease. – Mezeray. (Note 42 to page 109). 

 
King Henry V`s fate had never lost its topicality with R. Southey and in 

the poem “King Henry V and the Hermit of Dreux” the poetgave the detailed 

version of the same story once again: Thou conqueror King, repent in 

time,//Or dread the coming woe;//For, Henry, thou hast heard the 

threat,//And soon shalt feel the blow (Southey 1866, 297). 

In England of those days the hermits were held in great esteem, even 

by the representatives of upper classes of society. Because of that the word 

“reverence” is repeated in the text several times, and the speech of  

the hermit is really daring:  

 
HE past unquestioned through the camp, 
//Their heads the soldiers bent//In 
silent reverence, or begg'd//A blessing 
as he went;//And so the hermit past 
along,//And reach'd the royal tent.  

King Henry lifted up his eyes//The 
intruder to behold,//With reverence 
he the hermit saw,//For he was very 
old; //His look was gentle as a saint's, 
//And yet his eye was bold (Southey 
1866, 295). 

 

In the last quatrain R. Southey emphacises the fact that the prophecy of 

the holy hermit came true, and one of the most illustrious English royalties 

died early without a known reason: King Henry forced a careless smile,// 

As the hermit went his way;//But Henry soon remembered him,//Upon his 

dying day (Southey 1866, 297). 

In “The Battle of Pultowa” Southey mentions sympathetically Johann 

Reinhold Patkul, who was a Livonian nobleman: Patkul thou art 

avenged!//Long years of idleness// That restless soul must bear, 

//Patkul thou art avenged! (Southey 1866, 350) 
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Patkul`s political activity against Charles XI of Sweden made him  

an enemy of the monarch. J. Patkul managed to escape the capital punish-

ment, having fled from the Swedish empire. He took efforts to ally Peter the 

Great of Russia, Augustus the Strong of Saxony and Polish-Lithuania as well 

as Christian V and then Frederick IV of Denmark-Norway against Charles 

XII of Sweden. At the beginning of 18th century Patkul fell from king 

Augustus` favour, being even charged with high treason (Паткуль). After 

more than one year of detention in Saxony Patkul was brought to Sweden, 

where, in a year, he was broken on the wheel and decapitaded: The despot's 

savage anger took thy life,//Thy death has stabb'd his fame. 

In the poem “For a Monument at Taunton” R. Southey`s lyrical hero 

condemns the minion of king James II and his appaling acts of lawlessness 

and arbitrary rule. King James II is often contemptuously referred to as 

“that king”, making a parallel construction with “that judge”, used to denote 

Jefferies (The bloody judge, the minion of his king), widely known for his 

Bloody Assize:  
 
THEY perish'd here whom Jefferies doom'd to death//In mockery of all justice, 
when he came//The bloody judge, the minion of his king,//Commission'd to 
destroy.// They perish'd here,//The victims of that judge and of that king,//In 
mockery of all justice perish'd here,//Unheard! but not unpitied, nor of God// 
Unseen, the innocent suffered! not in vain//The widow and the orphan, not in 
vain//The innocent blood cried vengeance! (Southey, For a Monument at Taun-
ton 1866, 443). 

 

Many English romantics were at first fascinated by the genius of Napo-

leon, his courage, and his will, but then changed their opinion to  

the opposite. Southey had also gradually crystallised into the open 

adversary of Napoleon, condemning him in his poetical works. 

R. Southey even coined a new word – “autocrat”, to describe the person, 

possessing absolute power:  

 
autocrat – n 
1803, from Fr. autocrate, from Gk. autokrates "ruling by oneself," from autos- 
"self" (comb. form) + kratia "rule," from kratos "strength, power" (see -cracy). 
First used by Robert Southey, with reference to Napoleon. An earlier 
form was autocrator (1789), used in ref. to the Russian Czars. Earliest form in 
Eng. is the fem. autocratress (1762) (Autocrat). 

 

In Southey`s “The curse of Kehama” Napoleon became a prototype of  

the tyrant Kehama. In “The March To Moscow” Southey`s lyrical hero depicts 

Napoleon as an excessively self-confident ruler, using a contemptuous 

contraction “Emperor Nap”. Southey clearly shows how wrong a mortal can 

be, when the supreme power of God is despised. R. Southey portrays 
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Napoleon being tamed by the elements and wonders what the Emperor was 

thinking about at the given moment of his defeat:  
  
And then came on the frost and snow//All on the road from Moscow.// The wind 
and the weather he found in that hour//Cared nothing for him nor 
for all his power;//For him who, while Europe crouch'd under his 
rod,//Put his trust in his Fortune, and not in his God.//Worse and 
worse every day the elements grew// The fields were so white and the sky so 
blue,// Sacrebleu! Ventrebleu!// What a horrible journey from Moscow. 
What then thought the Emperor Nap// Upon the road from Moscow? (Southey 
1839, 484) 
 

One should mention that it is very typical of Southey to choose a dramatic 

spot of time and then stop it for a while in order to think over what  

a monarch might be feeling at that very moment. 

Thus, for instance, in “Destruction of Jerusalem” Southey depicts  

a misarable monarch, who was severely punished for his deeds:  

 
And thou – thou miserable king – //Where is thy trusted flock,//Thy flock so 
beautiful,//Thy father's throne, the temple of thy God?(Southey, Destruction of 
Jerusalem 1866, 268) 

 
Zedekiah (originally named as Mattaniah), was the king of Judah (597-

587/586 BC), who witnessed the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem and 

further deportation of most of the Jews to Babylon. Zedekiah was not 

loyal to king Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon, who had previously deported 

Jehoiachin, the reigning king of Judah, to Babylon and made Mattaniah 

regent under the name of Zedekiah. The rebellious vassal started plotting 

against the mighty king of Babylon, and in the ninth year of Zedekiah`s rule, 

Nebuchadrezzar laid siege to Jerusalem. During the siege Zedekiah 

denounced the prophet Jeremiah who insisted on immediate submission to 

the dominion of the Babylonians, regarded by him, as the God’s will. In  

the sixth month of the seige the Babylonians entered Jerusalem, and the 

king, who had fled toward the Jordan River, was soon captured. Zedekiah`s 

sons were slain in his presence and the unfortunate king of Judah was 

blinded and carried in chains to Babylon, where he was kept prisoner until 

his death (2 Ki 25: 4-7):  

 
Repentance calls not back the past; //It will not wake again//Thy murdered sons 
to life,//Or bring back vision to thy blasted sight! (Southey 1866, 268),  
 
Thou wretched, childless, blind, old man – //Heavy thy punishment!//Dreadfulthy 
present woes – //Alas, more dreadful thy remember'd guilt! (Southey 1866, 268) 

 
In “St. Bartholomew`s day” Southey recollects the events that took place 
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on 23-24 August 1572, when the St. Bartholomew`s Day Massacre between 

the French Catholics and the Huguenots took place. And again the moment 

of time is deliberately stopped by R. Southey in order to understand what 

the king of France might be feeling:  

 
The monarch from the window leans,//He listens to the night,//And with a horrible 
and eager hope//Awaits the midnight bell.//Oh, he has hell within him now! 
//God, always art thou just!//For innocence can never know such pangs//As 
pierce successful guilt. 
Thy hand is on him, righteous God!//He hears the frantic shriek,//He hears  
the glorying yells of massacre,//And he repents too late.//[…]//Righteous and 
just art thou, O God!//For at his dying hour//Those shrieks and groans re-
echoed in his ear//He heard that murderous yell! (Southey 1866, 350-351) 

 

King Ramiro II (931—951), the monarch of Leon was also punished by 

the God, as R. Southey relates, for all the crimes he had done, especially for 

the murder of his wife: 

 
They carried the wicked Queen aboard,//And they took counsel what to do to her; 
//They tied a millstone round her neck,//And overboard in the sea they threw 
her.//But a heavier weight than that millstone lay//On Ramiro's soul at his 
dying day (Southey, King Ramiro 1841, 134). 

 
Here it should be noted that R. Southey held all women in great esteem 

and taught other men to revere womankind. For instance, in the poem 

“For A Tablet At Godstow Nunnery”, dedicated to a beauty Rosamund of 

Clifford, seduced by the English king, R. Southey`s lyrical hero says  

the following:  

 
HERE, stranger, rest thee! from the neighbouring towers//Of Oxford, haply thou 
hast forced thy bark//Up this strong stream, whose broken waters here//Send 
pleasant murmurs to the listening sense: //Rest thee beneath this hazel; its green 
boughs//Afford a grateful shade, and to the eye//Fair is its fruit: stranger! the seemly 
fruit//Is worthless, all is hollowness within,//For on the grave of Rosamund it 
grows!//Young, lovely, and beloved, she fell seduced,//And here retired to wear her  
wretched age//In earnest prayer and bitter penitence,//Despised and self-despising: 
think of her,//Young man, and learn to reverence woman-kind! (Southey 1866, 445) 
 

But even when R. Southey didn`t blast the monarch for his crimes, he 

would inevitably stress the power of God over a human being, even a royal 

one. In “Queen Mary`s Christening” R. Southey described helplessness of 

Queen Mary of Aragon in the face of God. In her thoughts the Queen 

addressed the twelve apostles so that they could help her choose the best 

Christian name for her newly-born son. Her favourite name “James” was 

mentioned twice among the apostles, and the Queen believed that with a bit 

of luck her son would bear the name she was dreaming of. Indeed, there 
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were two apostles, named “James” − James the Elder, and James the Lesser 

or Younger. There was no “Judas” already, but there still remained the name 

“Jude”, the Queen did not want. Nevertheless, Queen Mary of Aragon 

decided to watch twelve flickering candles with the names of the apostles, 

and share her precious experience with the court. The queen organized the 

event with great pomp, and as a self-assured person, vested with broad 

powers, was almost sure of the positive result.  

Having seen the quenched sparks of the candles with the names of St. 

Peter, St. John, St. Matthias, St. Matthew, St. Andrew, St. Philip, St. 

Bartholomew, St. Simon, St. Thomas, the Queen still hoped for St. James, 

because there remained the two St. James and St. Jude. But with the passage 

of time the Queen realized that there is little chance for her son to be called 

James, and the only remaining option is Jude. She started praying to St. 

Mary, desperately asking for help, and everyone present witnessed  

a miracle: 
 
Holy Mother preserve us!//The Queen her prayer renew'd; //When in came  
a moth at the window//And flutter'd about St. Jude.//St. James hath fallen in 
the socket//But as yet the flame is not out,//And St. Jude hath singed the silly 
moth//That flutters so blindly about.//And before the flame and the molten 
wax//That silly moth could kill,//It hath beat out St. Jude with its wings,//And 
St. James is burning still!//Oh, that was a joy for Queen Mary's heart; //The 
babe is christened James;//The Prince of Aragon hath got//The best of all good 
names! (Southey, Queen Mary`s Christening 1839, 488) 
 

Thus, the God`s providence is always in the center of Southey`s writings, 

especially when the lyrical hero reflects upon the nature of the royal power 

and the power of God over any mortal, including the monarch. R. Southey 

often depicts the monarchs true to life, and cannot be regarded as  

a smoothed-tongued Poet-laureat, always loyal even to the worst of  

the monarchs. 
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Abstract 

 
William Shakespeare is traditionally regarded as the greatest writer of the English-

speaking world. But many scholars emphasize the fact that his reputation on  
the international arena grew enourmously during the Romantic period. Romantics 
exaggerated humble origin of William Shakespeare,widely admired his nature poetry and 
Shakespeare`s keen interest in folk culture, history in general, and the history of  
the Middle Ages in particular. Shakespeare`s zeal in ruination of the existing standards 
and conventions made him close and understandable to the Romantics. 

R. Southey often used Shakespearean allusions in his works, and made romantic 
historicism a characteristic feature of his verse. R. Southey wrote about the monarchs as 
often as W. Shakespeare had done before him. In Southey`s poetry we come across a lot 
of images of kings and queens from Judah, Babylon, Percia, Leon, England, France, 
Sweden, Prussia, Russia, etc. As W. Shakespeare before him, Southey revealed royal 
aspirations, vices, miseries, heroic deeds. By doing this Southey tried to answer the most 
topical questions of his time, because both the American Revolution and the revolution in 
France brougt about different systems of government. 

Because of that a monarch as a person chosen by the God and traditional monarchy as 
it is are given close attention in Southey`s works. 

 
Keywords: R. Southey, W. Shakespeare, Romantics, monarch, monarchy, historicism. 
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IMAGES OF WOMEN ARTISTS  
IN WENDY WASSERSTEIN’S 

DRAMATURGICAL DISCOURSE   
 
 

Wendy Wasserstein (1950-2006), a famous figure in US drama, was 

known as an artist and social commentator during her lifetime. Wendy 

Wasserstein was the first woman in history to win the Pulitzer Prize as  

the author of an original play. In 2001 Harper’s Bazaar article on a new 

generation of women playwrights, the first sentence reads, “When you think 

of female playwrights, two words invariably come to mind: Wendy 

Wasserstein”. Feminist Sally Burke writes that the feminist playwrights who 

began their work in the 1970s, even those who won Obie Awards, were 

virtually ignored except by scholars of feminist drama; this list includes 

Wasserstein.  She is one of the most important playwrights of our time, yet 

her work lacks the critical and scholarly attention that it deserves. Because 

she is regarded as leading American playwright, her plays represent many of 

the centerpiece ideas of contemporary American society. Since the Pulitzer 

Prize for Drama is one of the most prestigious prizes for dramatic art in 

America, its recipients can be seen as the superlative practitioners and 

exemplars of contemporary American drama which so efficaciously mirrors 

various social phenomena in America today. 

One of Wendy Wasserstein’s acclaimed feminist plays, The Heidi 

Chronicles, was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1989. Gayle Austin 

made the following comments as for this: “The Heidi Chronicles is a rare 

play for Broadway. Written by a woman, its central character is  

an unmarried professional woman. Ostensibly a triumph for women. As 

Austin points out, Wasserstein’s plays can be considered, at least in part,  

“a triumph of women” since her plays pay attention to women’s lives, which 

at one point were dominated by the oppressive mechanisms of male-

dominated American society, formerly invisible, but now visible. By 

centering on women’s points of view within her plays, Wasserstein questions 

and challenges the traditional views of women that society has taken for 

granted. Although she prefers being called a humanist, Wendy Wasserstein 

is “a feminist hero, a significant spokeswoman for the social good and  
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a major role model for women in the arts”. She uses much political feminist 

rhetoric in her plays and mainly deals with feminist themes. Wasserstein, 

though not married, has a child of her own, though she refuses to reveal  

the father’s name. She remains a true believer of the feminist cause both in 

her oeuvre of plays and in her life too: many female characters of 

Wasserstein’s plays, viewed as her alter-egos, stand against social forces or 

burdens that oppress women’s lives.  

I am going to show how this playwright constructed images of women 

artists in her famous “The Heidi Chronicles”. The existing body of criticism 

on Wendy Wasserstein’s play “The Heidi Chronicles” largely ignores the 

significance of the female artists and paintings Heidi Holland names in the 

prologues that begin both acts of the play. Likewise, critics only briefly 

address Heidi’s profession as an art historian, giving little thought to  

the meaning of her career choice. Recent feminist interpretations of 

Wasserstein’s play dismiss the significance of Heidi’s profession as an art 

historian because, as critics say, her profession and intellectual 

achievements “are of minor importance and have little or no effect on her or 

anyone else’s life.” Professor of English Jan Balakian (Cornell University) 

sees Heidi’s profession as typifying the traditional woman, “detached from 

the action but informed about it,” and Charlotte Canning interprets Heidi’s 

tone during her art lectures as “not very respectful,” trivializing  

“the historical differences between the paintings and the current moment.” 

Many feminist critics look unfavorably upon Heidi’s character in general; 

Helene Keyssar sees Heidi as a “self-pitying” woman, silenced by voices of 

men, and many critics accuse Heidi of “selling out” by adopting a baby at  

the end of the play. These negative portrayals of Heidi’s profession result 

from critics ignoring the remarkable creativity, agency, and passion that 

artists exhibit through their work. In “The Heidi Chronicles”, the female 

artists Heidi incorporates into her lectures produce paintings that preserve 

the artists’ identities, creative visions, and skill. Heidi informs her class of 

the marginalization of female artists and uses her position as an art historian 

and instructor to bring the past into the present, reviving female artists who 

symbolize women’s constant struggle for recognition and inclusion. A close 

analysis of the female artists and paintings that Heidi incorporates into her 

lectures reveals that the female artists named in “The Heidi Chronicles” 

serve as representations of women finding their own voices and authority 

within themselves through the creative outlet of painting. (Keyssar 1996, 112) 

“The Heidi Chronicles” begins with Heidi delivering an art history lecture 

to her students at Columbia University in New York City in 1989. Although 
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Heidi’s profession and place of employment may not seem immediately 

significant, these details are crucial to an appreciation of how the play 

strongly represents and supports feminist values. In the 2003 report on  

the Columbia Commission on the Status of Women, Rosalind Rosenberg 

reports that between the years of 1962 and 1967, 15 percent of assistant 

professors at Columbia University were female, but these female professors 

were not being promoted to tenure or to the rank of full professor in 

significant numbers. In fact, the percentage of female full professors  

at Columbia was under 5 percent (Peters). During the early 1970s, financial 

difficulties for the university resulted in staff reductions, and between 1971 

and 1973, the ratio of female professors increased by only 3 percent. During 

the late 1980s, various feminist campaigns called for more female professors 

in all disciplines, but especially in art history. Additionally, the late 1980s 

was a period in which female artists were increasingly being discovered and 

celebrated for their talent. A major retrospective of Georgia O’Keefe’s work 

was sponsored by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1989, and  

an art exhibition curated by Randy Rosen, “Making their Mark: Women 

Artists Move into the Mainstream 1980–1985,” toured nationally in 1989. 

Heidi serves as a proponent of the 1980s crusades for more women in  

the arts, and in her classroom she contributes to the celebration of forgotten 

female artists Clare Peeters, Lily Martin Spencer, Lilla Cabot Perry (1848–

1933). 

 
Clara Peeters, roughly 1594–1657, whose undated self-portrait we see here, was  
I believe the greatest woman artist of the seventeenth century. And now I’d like you 
to name ten others. Peeters work predates the great period of Northern still life 
painting. In her breakfast paintings, Clara’s term not mine, she used more 
geometry and less detail than her male peers. Notice here the cylindrical silver 
canister, the disc of the plate, and the triangular cuts in the cheese. Trust me. This is 
cheese. After breakfast, in fact, Clara went through a prolonged cheese period“. 
(Wasserstein 1978, 7) 

 
Heidi refers to Peeters as “the greatest woman artist of the seventeenth 

century,” most likely due to Peeters’s reputation for significantly affecting 

the development of still-life painting at the start of the Baroque period.  

The paintings by Peeters to which Heidi refers her self-portrait and her 

breakfast paintings, serve as testimonies to her artistic skill and desire to 

preserve her identity through her paintings. 

In a self-portrait, Peeters sits at a dressing table decorated with flowers, 

elegant gold adornments, and gold and silver coins. Clearly, wealth and 

status comprise an important part of her identity. Peeters herself, elegantly 
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dressed and adorned with jewelry, holds a compact mirror in her hand; 

however, she does not look in the mirror, but rather she looks away from  

the mirror and the viewer, toward the side; Peeters wears brightly colored 

clothing and exposes her breasts, symbolizing female sexuality.  

In lecturing to the class about Peeters and her work, Heidi stresses female 

superiority and artistic skill. Heidi draws the attention of her class to  

the important elements in Peeters’ breakfast paintings, such as Pie and 

Waterman Cheesestack, which depict ornate silver canisters, goblets, and  

a variety of cheeses and breads. She tells her class that Peeters “used more 

geometry and less detail than her male peers,” as she instructs the class to 

look closely at the shapes of the canisters and the cheese. Peeters focuses on 

precision and shape in her paintings; and Heidi comments that this focus 

allows Peeters to achieve artistic superiority in comparison to male artists. 

Like Peeters as an artist, Heidi embarks on a male-dominated profession as 

an art historian. Although she faces struggles along the way, most 

memorably her TV interview in which her friends Peter and Scoop 

monopolize the conversation, Heidi does not give up her career aspirations. 

She writes her book, achieves her career goal, and stands in her own 

classroom, delivering an art history lecture to students who learn from her 

knowledge. 

In her lecture on Peeters and her work, Heidi again incorporates 

comments that Charlotte Canning interprets as “jocular and overly familiar.” 

After talking about the geometrical design in Peeters’ breakfast paintings, 

Heidi says to her class, “Trust me. This is cheese. After breakfast, in fact, 

Clara went through a prolonged cheese period.” Heidi explains to her class 

that the pictures do in fact contain cheese; the cheese in Peeters’ breakfast 

paintings truly does not look like late twentieth-century cheese, and so it 

merits identification. Heidi wants her class to understand the elements that 

comprise the painting, and it is her job as instructor to convey this 

information to her class. By making these comments, Heidi also 

incorporates a bit of humor into her lecture in order to establish a personal 

connection with Peeters. Heidi wants to connect with Peeters as a struggling, 

marginalized woman by viewing and studying her paintings. Heidi also uses 

humor in her lectures as a means of developing her identity as an art 

historian and art instructor. Although she wants to convey information 

about the artists and paintings to her class, she does not want to lecture  

the class in an impersonal manner. These humorous and seemingly flippant 

comments are Heidi’s way of revealing her own voice and personality to her 

students. Heidi wants to connect with her students on a personal level, just 
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as she connects with female artists on a personal level through studying their 

histories and artwork. 

The next forgotten female artist that Heidi revives in her lecture is Lily 

Martin Spencer. Heidi says to her class: 

 
A leap, but go with me. “We Both Must Fade,” painted in 1869 by the American 
genre painter Lily Martin Spencer combines in a “vanitas” painting the formal 
portraiture of Sofonisba and the still life composition of Peeters. We have a young 
woman posing in an exquisitely detailed dress surrounded by symbolic still life 
objects. The fading flower and the timepiece are both reminders of mortality and 
time passing. While the precious jewelry spilling out is an allusion to the transience 
of earthy possessions. This portrait can be perceived as a meditation on the brevity 
of youth, beauty and life. But what can’t? (Wasserstein 1978, 8) 

 
Spencer represents an unconventional yet successful female professional. 

One of the most prominent female artists of the mid to late nineteenth 

century, she did not receive artistic training from a family member, as did 

many female artists of her time. Rather, she sought educational and artistic 

opportunities in Cincinnati. Once she became a successful artist, Spencer 

challenged the expected female role by providing financial support for her 

husband and children throughout her career as a professional painter. In 

Spencer’s painting We Both Must Fade, a woman wearing an elegant blue 

dress stands alone in a dimly lit room. She looks away from the viewer of the 

painting, as outdoor light from a window illuminates her face. She holds  

a wilted pink rose in her hand, and an open jewelry box and a vase of flowers 

stands on a nearby table. While one may easily overlook the objects on  

the table and the wilted rose, Heidi makes sure to point out the significance 

of these objects in Spencer’s painting. Heidi identifies Spencer’s work as  

a “vanitas” painting, and in a traditional vanitas painting, beautiful fruits 

and flowers decay and wilt, symbolizing the transient nature of life. Despite 

the woman’s elegant clothing and jewelry, her life, too, will fade. She will not 

remain beautiful forever, and all the material possessions in the world 

cannot keep her from fading. (Katz 2000, 151). 

In delivering her lecture on Spencer’s painting, Heidi imparts the serious 

nature of vanitas paintings to the class, but then tries to lighten the mood. In 

reference to We Both Must Fade, Heidi says, “This portrait can be perceived 

as a meditation on the brevity of youth, beauty, and life. But what can’t?” 

In making this comment, Heidi clearly sees her own youth, beauty, and life 

passing by too quickly. In The Heidi Chronicles, time passes quickly as years 

vanish between the scenes of the play. These short scenes give the reader 

only brief glimpses into the events in Heidi’s life, and the missing years 

between the scenes emphasize the proximity in which these events seem to 
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occur. As Heidi looks at Spencer’s painting, she remembers her experience 

at a high school dance, as she says to her class: 
 

Frankly, this painting has always reminded me of me at one of those horrible high-
school dances. And you sort of want to dance, and you sort of want to go home, and 
you sort of don’t know what you want. So you hang around, a fading rose in an 
exquisitely detailed dress, waiting to see what might happen. (Wasserstein 1978, 8) 

 
When Heidi tells her students that Spencer’s painting reminds her of  

a horrible high school dance, she remembers her own high school dance in 

1965 quite vividly. The preoccupation with boys, dates, and dancing that 

accompanies these high school activities remains fresh in Heidi’s memory. 

She remembers being an indecisive young girl experiencing the pressures of 

conformity, and Heidi connects with the woman in Spencer’s painting by 

envisioning her as a fellow high school dance survivor. Heidi’s experiences in 

life make her the woman she is today, and part of becoming a woman and 

developing her own identity means experiencing and enduring 

uncomfortable situations. 

In the scenes that follow this prologue to the first act, the reader meets  

a younger Heidi who announces her aspiration to become an art historian 

and develops an interest in reviving forgotten female artists. When Heidi 

first tells Scoop Rosenbaum that she plans to be an art historian, Scoop 

responds, “Please don’t say that. That’s really suburban.” Scoop clearly sees 

Heidi’s choice of profession as snobbish and pretentious, but most of all, he 

implies that it is not a proper profession for a woman. However, Heidi does 

not allow Scoop’s comments to discourage her. In response to Scoop’s 

criticism, Heidi says, “I’m interested in the individual expression of the 

human soul. Content over form.” In making this statement, Heidi implies 

that Scoop is shallow and ignorant; Scoop dismisses Heidi’s career choice 

and fails to take her seriously. Although Scoop is handsome and charismatic, 

Heidi ultimately wants to be with someone who possesses more substance 

and depth of character. Heidi shows depth of cha-racter and intelligence by 

telling Scoop that she finds content more important than form. In her 

lectures on forgotten female artists, Heidi sees beyond the mere form of  

the paintings and sees the paintings as expressions of the artists’ souls. Heidi 

understands and appreciates how an artist speaks to the viewer through  

a painting; through their paintings, Heidi connects with the artists and  

the artists connect with her. (Peters) 

Six years after her initial encounter with Scoop, in which he dismisses her 

interest in art, Heidi shows her determination to revive forgotten female 

artists by staging a protest in front of the Chicago Art Institute. As part of  
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the Chicago Women’s Art Coalition, Heidi and Debbie protest the absence of 

female artists in the museum’s Age of Napoleon exhibit. Heidi and Debbie 

chant “Women in Art! Women in Art!” as they try to spread their message. 

Debbie takes the bullhorn from Heidi and begins to revive forgotten French 

female artists such as Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and Marie-Guillemine 

Benoist. Vigée-Lebrun maintains a reputation as one of the most important 

female artists of the eighteenth century, as she is known for being 

“particularly sensitive to the feminine qualities” of the women whose faces 

she depicts in portraits. Benoist, also an eighteenth-century painter, enjoyed 

a reputation for painting a moving portrait of a black woman baring one 

breast for the viewer to see. This painting represents Benoist’s protest on  

the demeaning treatment of women as slaves.  

In the prologue to act two, the time is again 1989, and Heidi is back in the 

lecture hall introducing more forgotten female artists to her students; 

however, the wrong slide appears on the screen, causing an unplanned but 

significant twist to Heidi’s lecture: 

Lilla Cabot Perry, 1848–1933, was, along with the better known Mary 

Cassatt and Berthe Morisot, a major influence in American Impressionism. 

Her painting “Lady With a Bowl of Violets.” Lilla went through a little-

known hostility period . . . actually the painting you’re looking at is “Judith 

Beheading Holofernes” by Artemisia Gentileschi. Please bear with me. My 

T.A. is taking the law boards today. 

The slide with Lilla Cabot Perry’s Lady With a Bowl of Violets should 

appear on the screen, but Artemisia Gentileschi’s Judith Beheading 

Holofernes appears instead. Heidi blames the mistake on the absence of her 

teaching assistant, and she makes a joke about Perry having a violent side to 

cover up the mistake; however, the appearance of this slide is ironic and 

significant within the context of the play. The female characters in “The 

Heidi Chronicles” frequently experience frustration and anger as a result of 

their failed relationships with men. The female characters in the play feel 

pressure to succeed and multitask to prove their value in society. However, 

men offer women little support or encouragement in their efforts, causing 

women to become hostile and angry toward the men who oppress them. 

Heidi wants to obtain power over the male-dominated society that oppresses 

women, but she finds this goal increasingly difficult to achieve when her 

female friends consistently advocate marriage and mock single women’s 

lifestyles. 

Once the correct slide of Perry’s Lady With a Bowl of Violets comes on-

screen, Heidi continues with her lecture and introduces Lilla Cabot Perry to 
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the class: “Thank you. Lady with a Bowl of Violets.” Notice how the tones 

move from cool blues and violets to warmer oranges lighting up the collar of 

the rather flimsy negligee. Change flimsy to flouncy. But Lilla cops out when 

she gets to the head. Suddenly, we’re back to traditional portraiture with  

the lines completely delineated.” Lilla Cabot Perry exemplifies the role of  

a successful, professional woman. As a wife, a mother of three children, and 

a successful artist, she painted a variety of portraits and landscapes. Perry’s 

portraits often depict female family members, and she beautifully captures 

women’s facial expressions and personalities through her paintings. Heidi 

admires Perry’s color choices in painting the woman’s negligée, as these 

choices do not make the woman’s negligée too flimsy or overly revealing.  

A flimsy or revealing gown would only serve to objectify the woman in  

the painting, making it impossible for Heidi to respect Perry’s work. Heidi 

does respect Perry and her work, but she disapproves of the manner in 

which the woman’s face is portrayed in Lady with a Bowl of Violets. Heidi 

comments that Lilla “cops out” in painting the woman’s face, as the painting 

reminds Heidi of “traditional portraiture with the lines completely 

delineated.” In the painting, a bold, dark line seems to divide the woman’s 

face into two halves, one light and one dark. Heidi criticizes Perry’s 

noticeable use of lines in painting the woman’s face and feels that these lines 

take away from the authenticity of the woman’s expression. 

Heidi then shows her class a painting by Perry that better demonstrates 

Perry’s skill in painting realistic, expressive female figures. Heidi says to her 

class: 

 
The painting I prefer is “Lady in Evening Dress,” painted in 1911. Closer to her 
mentor Monet, Lilla here is willing to lose her edges in favor of paint and light. Go 
Lilla! Now let’s compare for a moment Cabot’s “Lady” with Lily Martin Spencer’s 
fading rose. There is something uniquely female about these paintings. And I’m not 
referring to their lovely qualities, delicate techniques, or overall charm. Oh, please! 
What strikes me is both ladies seem slightly removed from the occasions at hand. 
They appear to watch closely and ease the way for others to join in. I suppose it’s 
really not unlike being an art historian. In other words, being neither the painter, 
nor the casual observer, but a highly informed spectator. (Wasserstein 1978, 9) 

 
Heidi prefers Perry’s Lady in Evening Dress to Lady with a Bowl of 

Violets because Perry paints the woman in the evening dress without using 

bold, harsh lines. Instead, the paint itself seems to create the flow of the 

woman’s dress, and Perry illuminates the woman’s face through her color 

choices and paintbrush strokes. Heidi cheers Perry on in her artistic success, 

exclaiming “Go Lilla!” Just as Heidi refers to artists Sofonisba Anguissola 

and Clara Peeters by their first names in the opening prologue, Heidi refers 
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to Lilla Cabot Perry as Lilla during the lecture in this second prologue. Heidi 

feels a close personal connection to these artists, and although she tells her 

friend Susan that the artists are not her friends, Heidi does consider them 

allies in the fight for female expression and authority. 

Continuing her lecture, Heidi draws an interesting parallel between 

Perry’s Lady in Evening Dress and Lily Martin Spencer’s We Both Must 

Fade. Heidi notices “something uniquely female” in both paintings, although 

she quickly says that she is not referring to anything obviously feminine in 

the paintings, such as delicate lace or frills. Rather, Heidi observes that both 

women in these paintings “seem slightly removed from the occasions at 

hand. They appear to watch closely and ease the way for others to join in.” In 

the two paintings, both women look away from the viewer of the painting, 

suggesting that they are not seeking attention from the viewer or painter. 

Heidi sees the women in these paintings as “uniquely female” because 

women possess a reputation for passivity. These women do not monopolize 

the spotlight, but rather they leave room for other women to join them in 

receiving attention. Women typically find strength in numbers, or groups, 

and so Heidi imagines that they wait to act until other women join them and 

support them. In “The Heidi Chronicles”, female unity is much more 

prevalent in the first act of the play than in the second act. Jill, Fran, Susan, 

Becky, and Heidi all meet for the Huron Street Ann Arbor Consciousness-

Raising Rap Group, in which the women encourage each other to pursue 

their own individual dreams. Likewise, Heidi and Debbie join forces to 

protest the Chicago Art Institute’s exclusion of female artists in their Age of 

Napoleon exhibit. Conversely, at Lisa’s baby shower in act two, Betsy wishes 

that she could fix up all her single. 

 

Conclusion 
 

As an art historian, Heidi revives forgotten female artists, and in doing so, 

gives these women voices. The artists speak through their paintings, 

conveying messages about their own struggles for recognition and inclusion 

in male-dominated societies. Heidi facilitates the spread of the artists’ 

messages through her art history lectures, and she takes on an authoritative 

role in imparting her own knowledge about art history to her students. In 

lecturing to her class, Heidi establishes a personal connection to the artists 

and this connection leads to her reminiscing about past relationships with 

characters in the play. As her female friends drift apart and grow obsessed 

with their professional ambitions, Heidi realizes that she must find a voice 
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and authority within herself, distinct from these women. The inspirational 

female artists that Heidi incorporates into her lectures serve as examples of 

courageous women unafraid to express themselves through their artwork. 

These artists and their paintings empower Heidi and encourage her to 

develop her own sense of identity as an art historian and as a woman. 

 

References 
 

Balakian, Jan. 1995. “The Heidi Chronicles: The Big Chill of Feminism,” In  South 

Atlantic Review vol.60, no. 2, p.93-101. 

Canning, Charlotte. 2000. “Feminists Perform Their Past: Constructing History in The 

Heidi Chronicles and The Break of Day,” In Women, Theatre and Performance: New 

Histories, New Historiographies, edited by Maggie B. Gale and Viv Gardner ,163-179, 

Manchester: Manchester University Press.  

Jean Katz, Wendy. 2000. Regionalism and Reform: Art and Class Formation in 

Antebellum Cincinnati, Columbus: Ohio State University Press. 

Keyssar, Helene. 1996. “Drama and the Dialogic Imagination: The Heidi Chronicles and 

Fefu and Her Friends,” In Feminist Theatre and Theory, edited by Helene Keyssar, 

109-136,  New York: St. Martin’s Press. 

Martin Spencer, Lily We Both Must Fade, Smithsonian American Art Museum, http:// 

americanart.si.edu/collections/interact/poll/1970.101_quote.cfm (accessed January 1, 

2007). 

Peeters, Clara, Self Portrait with Still-life, www.csupomona.edu/~plin/women/ women-

art.html (accessed January 1, 2007). 

Robins, Corrine. 1989. “Betrayals,” in The American Book Review Vol.11, p.5-8. 

Wasserstein, Wendy. 1978. The Heidi Chronicles and Other Plays, New York: Harcourt 

Brace. 

Watermeier, Daniel. 1995. “The Search for Self: Attachment, Loss, and Recovery,” In The 

Heidi Chronicles, edited by Marc Maufort, 351-362,  New York: Peter Lang 

Publishing. 

 

Abstract 
 

Wendy Wasserstein, the famous figure in US drama, was known as an artist and social 
commentator in her lifetime. I am going to show how this playwright constructed images of 
women artists in her famous “The Heidi Chronicles” (the 1989 play that brought Pulitzer Prize 
for the playwright).In this play, the female artist and art historian Heidi Holland incorporates 
into her lectures reproduction canvases of forgotten women that preserve the artists’ identities, 
creative visions, and skills. Heidi informs her class of the marginalization of female artists and 
uses her position as an instructor to bring the past into the present, reviving female artists who 
symbolize women’s dream for recognition and inclusion. An in-depth analysis of the female 
artists’ paintings developed by the protagonist reveals curious representations of women 
finding their voices and authority within themselves through the creative outlet of painting.  

The aim of the present paper is tostudy the images of revived female artists – Clare 
Peeters, Lilla Cabot Perry, Lily Martin Spencer and the impact of their creative heritage 
reflected in fiction. In lecturing to her class, Heidi Holland establishes a personal connection to 
the artists in question and this connection leads to her reminiscing about past relationships 
with characters in the play. These artists and their paintings empower the protagonist and 
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encourage her to develop her own sense of identity as an art historian and as a woman.  
The non-verbal means of artists speaking through their paintings, conveying messages about 
their own struggles for recognition and inclusion in male-dominated societies are analyzed in 
the framework of the dramaturgical discourse.  

 
Keywords: dramaturgical discourse, concept woman, play, art, “The Heidi Chronicles”, 
female. 
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ALDOUS HUXLEY’S “ROLL OF HONOUR”: 
(DIS)ENGAGEMENT WITH ENGLAND 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Throughout much of his 

career, Aldous Huxley (1894-

1963) exhibited a disengaged 

relationship to England. His 

sense of detachment from  

the domesticities he inhabited 

had surfaced as early as “Home-

Sickness... From the Town” 

(1915). The poem’s central 

metaphor of “life nauseous” 

ironically subverts the idea of 

home-sickness: instead of 

brooding nostalgically, the poet 

intensely craves for a detachment 

from home into “[s]weet 

unrestraint and lust and 

savagery” (Huxley 1915, 27). In 

the midst of the Great War, 

Huxley’s disengagement from the 

major stresses of English life was 

suggestively captured in The 

Times. Reporting on the Battle of 

the Somme on 3 July 1916,  

The Times published “Oxford 

Honours Lists” (Fig. 1), which 

named A. L. Huxley in “Class I” 

of English Language and Literature graduates. This filler found itself in the 

fifth column, preceded by an immense “Roll of Honour” listing the names of 

about 1500 casualties. The same page also contained other contrasts: 

Fig. 1.“Oxford Honours Lists.” The Times 3 July 1916. 
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advertisements of tobacco, body shields, whose life-saving capacities were 

endorsed with a testimonial, and motor cars. Whereas the commercials 

asserted their involvement with the war through pictures of men in military 

uniform, the “Oxford Honours Lists”, with Huxley’s name mentioned first, 

presented a non-sequitur, a fragment of life incompatible with the totality of 

war effort. However, Huxley’s physical detachment from the turmoil of the 

Great War cannot be taken to imply his voluntary isolation. In his late teens, 

he had been left visually impaired by a severe attack of keratitis punctata. 

This impairment detached Huxley from his country’s agonies, much as he 

had wished otherwise; but it might also have sharpened his insight into  

the problem of England.1 

Huxley’s treatment of the problem of England was initially accompanied 

by an ironic disengagement. Thus, in his first novel Crome Yellow (1921), he 

deployed the allegory of a country house to recount “a placid and uneventful 

record” of England’s continuous degeneration (Huxley 2001, 94). His later 

adoption of the pacifist cause led to a wholesale denunciation of national 

(and nationalist) sentiment. Anthony Beavis, the protagonist of Eyeless in 

Gaza (1936), had told his diary what Huxley reinstated afterwards in 

Pacifism and Philosophy (1937) and Ends and Means (1937): 

 
One of the great attractions of patriotism – it fulfils our worst wishes. In the person 
of our nation we are able, vicariously, to bully and cheat. [...] Sweet and decorous to 
murder, lie, torture for the sake of the fatherland. [...] In the light of these facts, it’s 
obvious what interpersonal, inter-class and international policies should be. [...] 
peace propaganda must be a set of instructions in the art of modifying character. 
(Huxley 1961, 155-156) 

 
These lines record Huxley’s anti-national outlook, which had been fostered 

by his regular absences from England, and additionally reinforced by his 

voyage to the United States, whence he never returned.2 As an expatriate, 

Huxley belongs in the category of contemporaries for whom exile meant  

                                                
1 In an examination of the said issue of The Times, Randall Stevenson has drawn out ways 
in which “the print media’s new powers in fragmenting the language” can be seen to  
galvanize the literary imagination with the striking antinomies of “subject and style,  
horror and sunshine” (Stevenson2006, 35-37). 
2 In many significant ways, Huxley’s pacifist agenda was his life principle. Having lived in 
the United States for over twenty-six years (1937-1963), he was never sworn in as a US 
citizen. In his account of Huxley’s life in America, David Dunaway has reproduced  
a dclassified document of the US Immigration Service dating from November 1953. This 
document sheds light not only on the nature of Huxley’s loyalties, but also on  
the contemporary American ideology: “Investigations should fully cover Mr Huxley’s 
writings as well as a neighbourhood; employment and social life of both [Aldous Huxley 
and his first wife Maria Nys] to determine more fully their qualifications for citizenship 
outside of their unwillingness to bear arms” (Dunaway 1995, n.p.). 
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a severance from a national base. Chris Baldick has explained this 

phenomenon in his comprehensive literary history of the period: 

 
The secure link between writers’ locations and their oeuvres which had been 
such a prominent feature of nineteenth-century English Literature from William 
Wordsworth and Jane Austen to George Eliot and Thomas Hardy has by now 
been broken so often that the author “rooted” in the same place about which she 
or he writes is the exception and not the rule. (Baldick 2004, 12-13) 

 

Along these lines, Huxley was in most respects uprooted from England, 

which makes him an unlikely candidate for any, aside from ironic, 

attention to the national problematic. At the same time, the project of  

a World State that he furnished in Brave New World (1932) contains 

certain discernible traces of engagement with England. Indeed,  

the location of the World State’s metropolis in London rather than New 

York, which would have been better suited for the role during the 1930s, 

arguably betrays an underlying anxiety about England’s rivalled primacy in 

a global capitalist future. Another narrative tension arises from the fact 

that England becomes completely absorbed into a global capitalism that 

Huxley so penetratingly satirizes. Because the unholy proliferation of 

international influence is enacted against the background of Southern 

England, this localization may be read as Huxley’s ongoing, albeit 

professedly disengaged, disputation of national symbols and significations. 

In his 1946 foreword to Brave New World, Huxley famously dubbed 

himself “the amused, Pyrrhonic aesthete who was the author of the fable” 

(Huxley 1968, 6). Critics have rightly dismissed this categorization as 

disingenuous and largely misleading (Ferns 1980, 146; Bradshaw 1994, 

viii). Through reference to Brave New World, this article will explore 

Huxley’s (dis)engagement with the problem of England in a wider context 

of his poetry, at the level of genre and narrative topography. 
 

1. Motion and Fixed Points 
 

Huxley’s attempts to make sense of individual involvement in collective 

experience traverse his early collections of poetry. In The Burning Wheel 

(1916), the eponymous poem highlights the tension between “the rim that 

is dizzy with speed” and its “motionless centre”: 
 

Shall the wheel revolve till its anguish cease 
In the iron anguish of fixity; 
Till once again 
Flame billows out to infinity, 
Sinking to a sleep of brightness 
In that vast oblivious peace. (Huxley 1971, 15-16) 
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While the rim “must strain through agony” until it begets “a flaming fire 

upward leaping”, the centre remains infinitely calm in “that vast oblivious 

peace” (Huxley 1971, 16). The poet finds the two states, which betray  

a resemblance to John Donne’s diptych of storm and calm, unbearable. 

This counterpoint of irreconcilable, yet mutually dependent, states will 

later become the recurrent technique of Huxley’s fiction. Intellectual and 

artistic escapism from what life has to offer receives further attention in 

Huxley’s second collection of poetry The Defeat of Youth (1918). In  

“The Decameron”, the poet stages a sudden invasion of a placid summer 

afternoon by “hideous broken laughter” which lays “poor plague-stricken 

carrions” (Huxley 1971, 67). Identifying himself simultaneously with  

the party of hedonists and the party of invaders, the poet heightens their 

incongruity and disowns them as equally futile and deadly. 

In Brave New World, the counterpoint of individual suffering and 

collective pleasure gains particular prominence in the textual fragmentation 

of Chapter 3, in which Mustapha Mond, “the Resident Controller for 

Western Europe”, makes a foray into the pre-history of the World State. 

Mond’s references to gas attacks, anthrax bombs, an economic collapse and 

“a choice between World Control and Destruction” (Huxley 1968, 53) echo 

the First World War and its aftermath. According to Mond, all such history 

is “bunk” (Huxley 1968, 40). He disputes the isolating aspects of pain and 

poverty as infringements on social stability. The World State enables 

pleasure through conditioning and drug use, which become a fixed point 

around which social stability revolves. This arrangement is designed to 

oppose the motion of history. In line with Huxley’s counterpoint of 

individual suffering and collective pleasure, motion and fixity are 

incompatible; both of them need to be challenged, but can never be fully 

reconciled. 

 
2. Change and Status Quo 

 

As an epigraph to Brave New World, Huxley cited the dissident Russian 

philosopher Nikolai Berdiayev, who had admonished that utopias “seem 

very much more realizable” (Huxley 1968, 3). Huxley’s choice of epigraph 

testifies to his critical and even conservative attitude to utopia. This line of 

argument can be further confirmed by his initial project to furnish a riposte 

to H. G. Wells’s Men Like Gods (1923). In a letter of 18 May 1931, Huxley 

acknowledged: “I am writing a novel about the future – on the horror of the 

Wellsian Utopia and a revolt against it. Very difficult. I have hardly enough 
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imagination to deal with such a subject. But it is none the less interesting 

work” (Letters 1969, 348). However, as Huxley progressed in his writing, 

Brave New World acquired a more complex series of satirical targets that 

came to include not only Wells’s utopia, but also the theories and practices of 

Henry Ford, Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx, to name a few. Jerome Meckier 

suggests that, by immortalizing the bearers of these names in the novel, 

Huxley proscribed them as enemies of humanity and subverters of  

the future (Meckier 2006, 191). In Huxley’s own words, the novel “started 

out as a parody of H. G. Wells’s Men Like Gods, but gradually it turned into 

something quite different from what I’d originally intended” (qtd. in Wickes 

1963, 165). The fact that Huxley reacted against a wide range of available 

socio-economic possibilities as though they were realizable utopias places 

his text in the category of anti-utopia, which, according to Peter Fitting, is 

“explicitly or implicitly a defence of the status quo” (Fitting 2010, 141). 

At the same time, the kind of status quo Huxley might have witnessed in 

interwar Britain became rather contentious after the 1931 Parliamentary 

election. Contrary to conventional British politics, the election had not 

yielded what Keith Robbins describes as “a government of one colour being 

confronted by an opposition of another” (Robbins 1998, 204). Instead, the 

vote legitimized a “National” coalition government. Historians generally 

agree to link such a political settlement to the economic crisis on which  

the previous Labour government had been unable to deliver (Glynn and 

Oxborrow 1976, 184; Robbins1998, 203; Coupland 2000, 318). In  

the broader context of 1930s Europe, where France, to say nothing of Fascist 

Italy, Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, saw equally unprecedented 

institutional and constitutional revisions, Huxley’s concern about the fixity 

and motion of history begs an additional comment. In his discussion of  

the origins of dystopia, Gregory Claeys discerns the target of Huxley’s satire 

not only in materialism and consumerism, or even the eugenic state, but in 

“the threads which connect America with the Germany of Hitler and  

the Russia of Stalin, the human willingness to renounce a more diverse life 

in favour of certainty and stability” (Claeys 2010, 116). In the light of 

Huxley’s reservations concerning finite stability, Britain’s political situation 

with a “National” government in power can be seen to represent a tipping 

point which had compromised liberal democracy to a more satisfactory 

economic outlook. Unsurprisingly, Mustapha Mond, the mastermind of 

social stability in the World State, repudiates “something called liberalism” 

(Huxley 1968, 51). At first glance, this contextualization runs counter to  

the status quo of national politics and social life in the early 1930s, which 
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qualifies Brave New World as a dystopia asserting “the need for change” 

(Fitting 2010, 141). On a closer look, however, Mond’s denigration of 

liberalism appears to resonate with Huxley’s own proposals, made two 

weeks before the novel was published. In his essay “Science and Civilization” 

(1932), Huxley had posited elitist dictatorship as the most appropriate form 

of government in times of crisis, “like the present” (Huxley 1994, 110). 

Whereas Mond admits that, even though liberalism was dead in England, 

“all the same you couldn’t do things by force” (Huxley 1968, 54), Huxley 

contended that “once our rulers have been educated up to the point of 

realizing the extent of the power which psychological science has placed in 

their hands, strong government will cease to be necessary” (Huxley 1994, 

110). The above homologies reveal ways in which Huxley used dystopian 

form to express his own desiderata for an England governed by a scientific 

autocracy. 

 
3. Capitalism and Residual Topographies 

 
That England lies at the heart of Huxley’s imaginative concerns is 

testified by a highly recognizable and suggestive narrative topography. 

Brave New World opens and is set, for the most part, in Central London. 

Judy Giles and Tim Middleton have indicated in their anthology:“[T]he 

Eng-lish town or city has never carried the same positive connotations as 

the English village or countryside” (Writing 1995, 194). In this respect,  

the narrative distinction between the urban and rural versions of England, 

made in Huxley’s novel, hinges on the above discourse of Englishness. 

Outside the radius of Central London, mention is made of Chelsea, Notting 

Hill and Shepherd’s Bush. Further afield lie Eton, Stoke Poges, Slough, 

Canter-bury, Portsmouth, Exmoor and Torquay. Surrey encapsulates 

England’s rural landscape, all the other places take on their familiar roles, 

twisted to meet the needs of the World State. With the exception of the golf 

courses at St. Andrews (Huxley 1968, 87), the novel does not record other 

British locations outside England’s borders. Registered in the novel,  

the islands of St. Helena, Cyprus, Ireland and the Falklands betray 

immediate associations with English history. In their own peculiar ways, 

Iceland, used as a decanting sub-centre, and New Mexico, featuring  

a pueblo reservation, both act as foils to a more technologically advanced 

and civilized order. Moreover, England itself comes across as a constituent 

part of the World State, in that it accommodates “the Resident Controller 

for Western Europe”, and London thinks of itself as its centre. This 

network of geopolitical arrangements bespeaks Huxley’s ambivalent 
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stances not only on dystopia, but also on the problem of England. 

The fact that Huxley supplies the World State with a distinctively 

English topography resonates with an earlier construction of England’s 

“South Country” offered in the poetry of Edward Thomas. Susceptible to 

the scarring effects of industry, suburbanization, and war on landscape, 

Thomas constructed England as a perennial, yet elusive, presence that had 

asserted itself through naming. Thomas’s “Lob” (1915) summons a spirit 

whose knack for giving names inaugurates him as the author and poet of 

England’s quaint realities: 

 
He has been in England as long as dove and daw, 
Calling the wild cherry tree the merry tree, 
The rose campion Bridget-in-her-bravery; 
And in a tender mood he, as I guess, 
Christened one flower Love-in-idleness, 
And while he walked from Exeter to Leeds 
One April called all cuckoo-flowers Milkmaids. (Thomas 1981, 54) 

 
The profound emotional attachment to England that manifests itself in 

“Lob” came in for Huxley’s praise. In the collection of essays On the Margin 

(1923), Huxley pointed up Thomas’s remarkable ability to capture “his 

English countryside and the character of its people” with the utmost 

precision (Huxley 1973, 154). As late as Texts and Pretexts: An Anthology 

with Commentaries (1932), Huxley, still remaining fascinated with this 

robust rendering of England, turned to “Lob” afresh, in order to highlight 

the country’s growing evasiveness (Huxley 1974, 161). In a study of 

England’s literary landscapes, Roger Ebbatson has observed that “Thomas’s 

poems characteristically set up the beloved South Country not only as  

a utopia, but also as [...] an imaginary place” (Ebbatson 2005, 165).  

The prominence of English topographies in Brave New World may thus be 

seen to match Thomas’s compensatory construction of England, threatened 

by the pervasiveness of global capitalism. In Huxley’s dystopia, capitalism 

takes the shape of a World State which inscribes itself, most unscrupulously, 

on residual English topographies, both urban and rural. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Whether Huxley’s engagement with the problem of England meets the 

standards set by Edward Thomas will deserve a separate paper. Here, we 

should probably double back on our opening remarks about Huxley’s 

intellectual and artistic insularity on “Oxford Honours Lists”, which 

suggested his disengagement from the “Roll of Honour” – a textual sea of 
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human loss and turmoil. This article has contended that, despite  

the previously mentioned medial fragmentation of national life and Huxley’s 

own detached attitudes, his writing demonstrates an engaged and more than 

ironic response to the problem of England. Brave New World enacts this 

problem as a failed standoff between an England marked by a quaint 

vernacular topography, on the one hand, and global capitalism, on the other. 

A capital-driven World State has incapacitated England’s insularity. 
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Abstract 
 

Through reference to Brave New World (1932), this article explores Aldous Huxley’s 
engaged relationship to the problem of England in a wider context of his poetry, at  
the level of genre and narrative topography. It argues that Brave New World enactsthis 
problem as a failed standoff between global capitalism and insularity, between a World 
State and a residual England marked by a quaint vernacular topography. 
 
Keywords: dystopia, England, Brave New World, insularity, capitalism 
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“CERTAIN THINGS THAT YOUR HUSBAND 
WILL REQUIRE FROM YOU” - 

SEX EDUCATION AND SEX LIFE IN LORNA 
SAGE’S BAD BLOOD 

AND MARGARET FORSTER’S HIDDEN LIVES 
 
 

Introduction 
 

The development within the field of sexuality in twentieth century Britain 

included such topics as the campaign for legalized abortion, family planning 

provisions or homosexual law reform. The issue of sex education however 

seemed to be neglected. Discussion about the necessity for sex education in 

Britain can be traced back to the late nineteenth century. From  

the beginning there was concern about the unwillingness and inability of 

parents to provide their offspring with timely information about the ‘facts of 

life’. Sex education was marginalized within the school curriculum for over  

a century (Hall 2009, 19). During the last decade the attempts have been 

made to extend historians’ point of view concerning the history of sex 

education. Alison Bashford and Carolyn Strange (2004, 71) claimed that:  

 
Rather than approaching the history of sexual knowledge as the communication of 
expertise, historians have looked to books, manuals, films, and posters simply as 
sources of "evidence" of that expertise; rarely has the medium itself been the object of 
historical inquiry. This is curious because the first half of the twentieth century saw 
not only the institutionalization of sex education and the popularization of sexual 
expertise but also extraordinary developments in mass communication — in  
the genres of journalism and broadcasting and in the variety of media technologies 
available for public pedagogy. The historiography of sex education's usual sites of 
analysis was extended by looking at two signature media of the twentieth century, 
the mass-circulation magazine and broadcast radio.  

 
This statement however, seems not to be entirely true. Literature 

published within last decades provides information not only about what was 

said to children about ‘the facts of life’ but also what way it happened (Roy, 

Hall 1995). Literary output concerning sex life and sex education in  

the twentieth century consists of two main types: on one hand, there are 



K. Kozak 

48 

interviews and surveys with relevant commentaries1, on the other, 

theoretical publications which attempt to sum up certain views2. The 

information about sources of sex education in the first decades of the 20th 

century comes mostly from oral accounts. Although, there are many factors 

that could influence peoples’ answers still these interviews are important 

source of information in the matter.  

According to these surveys neither parents nor education system taught 

about sex, however there were two main ways to get any knowledge about 

“the facts of life”: experience and voyeurism. The first one was very often 

direct and coarse especially in the case of boys. The latter was concerned 

more with curiosity which very often resulted in I’ll show you mine if you 

show me your games (Porter, Hall 1995, 249). During interviews some men 

admitted that they heard about sex during war but it was always said in 

coarse, hard language which sometimes was more hiding than revealing. It 

was assumed that men should know about sex before getting married. In  

the case of women getting any information was even harder. They were to be 

protected and preserved innocent also in the matter of ‘wife’s duties’. This 

ignorance led to fear and very often made any matters concerning sex 

repugnant to women. Moreover, women were not prepared for  

the experience of labour and very often they had no idea where is the child to 

emerge from. The information from mothers concerned certain things that 

your husband will require from you, they’re not nice and you’ll just have to 

put up with it (Porter, Hall 1995, 252). The publications of Marie Stopes or 

Helena Wright are the evidence that the access to marriage guidebooks was 

possible, however not easy. As late as the 1940s, books concerning sex were 

hidden or it was required to have a special certificate from a doctor or  

a lawyer to purchase one (Porter, Hall 1995, 259). Some books were 

available in libraries but due to the fact that they were kept mainly in 

librarian’s office – hidden under the counter or very expensive in order to 

 

                                                
1 Szreter S., Kate Fisher. 2010, Sex before sexual revolution, Intimate Life in England 1918-
1963, Cambridge; Steve Humphries, 1988, A Secret World of Sex. Forbidden Fruit: The Brit-
ish Experience 1900—1950, London Sidgwick and Jackson; Roberts Elisabeth, Women and 
families: An Oral History, 1940-1970, Oxford and Cambridge, Blackwell, 1995; idem. 1984,  
A Woman’s Place: An Oral History of Working-Class Women 1890-1940, Oxford, Blackwell. 
2 Porter Roy, Hall Lesley, Facts of life: the creation of sexual knowledge in Britain 1650-1950, 
1995; Havvio – Mannila Elina, Kontula Osmo, Rotkirch Anna, Sexual lifestyles in  
the twentieth century, 2002; Marriage, domestic life and social change, ed. Davied Clark, 
London 1991, Shaping sexual knowledge: a cultural history of Sex Education in twentieth 
century Europe. Ed. Lutz Sauerteig and Roger Davidson. Routledge, Zweigiger-Bargielowska 
Ina, 2001. Women in Twentieth-Century Britain: Social, Cultural and Political Change. 
Pearson Education Limited.  
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keep it out of younger people hands, such as typists and others (Porter, Hall 

1995, 262) – people were reluctant in reading them openly.  

In the book Sex before sexual revolution, Intimate life in England 1918- 

1963 by Simon Szreter and Kate Fisher the research concerning sex 

experience was conducted among working-class families. As such it can be  

a kind of measure for comparison with the evidence of two memoirs of those 

times: Lorna Sage’s Bad Blood and Margaret Forster’s Hidden Lives.  

Both authors described not only their own stories but also their mothers’. 

That is why both memoirs are possible to compare as they cover relatively 

the same period of time. Margaret Forster was born in 1938, Lorna Sage in 

1943, Margaret’s mother Lilian and Lorna’s mother Valma, in 1901 and 1918, 

respectively. There is a difference when it comes to the mothers’ birthdates, 

but their adolescent times and first years of marriage lasted up to 1940s 

which gives the opportunity to analyse pre-war and interwar years in the 

context of sex education and sex life. Forsters’ family stemmed from Carlisle 

– a town on the English-Scottish border. Lilian came from a lower middle 

class family (her father had a butcher’s stall). She married Arthur Forster in 

1931. He was a manual worker, which gave his family a status of the working 

class. Lorna Sage came from a middle class family. Her maternal great-

grandfather had a big shop in Wales. Her maternal grandfather was a priest. 

Her father inherited a small business, and ran it together with his brother. 

This would place her family in the lower – but still – middle class. Her 

parents got married in 1942.   
 

1. Sex education 
 

According to research led by Szreter and Fisher people born before 1930 

claimed that there were no talks about sex, neither at schools nor at home. 

Those born after 1930 admitted that some attempts were taken to 

communicate at the subject both at schools and between generations (2010, 

67). The launching of Marie Stopes’ books as well as public response to it 

shows that in the first decades of 20th century in practice there was no sex 

education in Britain (Fisher 2006, 26). In the 1920s ano-ther medium that 

could be treated as a source of sex education was the press, though never  

the information was said directly. Women were often advised to write to Mrs 

Stopes for further information (Roy, Hall 1995, 265). 

Margaret never mentions about any attempts from her parents’ side to 

explain her ‘the facts of life’. In contrast, Lorna experienced such a talk, at 

least an attempt of it: “on one occasion (…) my father started on  

a meaningful monologue about how important it was to have self-
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discipline and self-respect and…In a panic I shut him up by recycling the 

school assembly talks we’d been given on freedom and responsibility” (HL 

226-73). She also tackled the issue of sex education or rather its lack. Lorna 

became pregnant when she was fifteen. She described her meetings with 

Vick Sage without any associations with sex: “one day when my parents are 

out, we’re lying on the edge of old tennis lawn (…) I’m horizontal and 

hugging a boy (…) I opened my eyes wide and look at us, and saw that my 

breast and his chest were covered in little worms of dirt rolled out of sweat 

and dust by our friction” (BB 235). This excerpt might suggest that  

the author wanted indirectly tell the readers about her sex experience. 

However, few lines below everything seems to be explained: 

 
One day Gail told me that Vic had told a friend who’d told his girlfriend who’d told 
her, that we’d gone all the way and that he had a trophy, a smear of spatter of blood 
on his washed-out jeans, to prove it. She was shocked that something so momentous 
had happened and I hadn’t confined in her. But it hadn’t, I protested, truly, or I would 
have – and he and I had an angry and reproachful conversation about loyalty, 
betrayal and boasting, because after all, we “hadn’t”, had we? (BB 235) 
 

Lorna did not know that they were having sex. How was that possible? 

Here is the moment where the lack of sex education is clearly visible. Young 

people in later decades would have had easy access to different media – 

newspapers, Internet, TV – which are not necessarily the best sources of 

information about sex life. That is why on one hand, more and more stress is 

laid on the necessity of teaching about sex at schools, on the other to make 

parents aware of their responsibility for explaining their children the matters 

connected with sex and relationship. Lorna Sage’s account is a proof that 

sixty years ago both parents and school failed. Valma’s reaction on her 

daughter’s pregnancy was very emotional: “What have you done to me?”(BB 

236). These words would have been reasonable if anything had been said 

about her efforts or attempts to prepare Lorna for meeting with boys. Lorna 

does not mention any conversation with her mother concerning sex life. 

Nevertheless, Valma probably thought that it is too early to be worried about 

that, and the information that her 15-year-old daughter would be a mother 

surprised her much. The form of question she asked shows what in fact she 

was thinking about: that something was done to her: she probably felt 

ashamed and unsuccessful as a mother. 

Both memoirs present young people’ attempts in improving their 

knowledge concerning sex on their own. Lorna Sage describes her reading 

                                                
3 The numbers in brackets refer to pages of Lorna Sage’s Bad Blood (BB) and Margaret 
Forster’s Hidden Lives (HL). 
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between the lines, when any direct way of presenting a couple together in all 

media was banned (BB 181). At the same time she explains that she does not 

exactly understand what is happening between men and wo-men to have  

a baby or prevent conception (BB 204). The only contraception available to 

adolescent girls was mythological, back to 1957 (BB 203).When Margaret 

was fifteen one of the girls at her school aged 16 got pregnant – that was food 

for thought for her: “I thought the girl was mad, quite crazy. I shivered at 

the mere thought of being trapped with a baby at sixteen. Why had she 

done it? Why hadn’t she taken care not to get pregnant? But the minute I’d 

wondered that, I also wondered how that was done. How was care taken, 

how was pregnancy prevented?” (HL 224). Though, by the 1930s  

the number of books concerning sex mat-ter increased the public was not 

informed about that. As then, there were scarce official sources on sex 

education Margaret tried to find some information herself: books were the 

only way. (…)I looked at medical books in the library, but they weren’t 

much good. I did find one of Marie Stope’s books which, though not 

explicitly gave me hope (…) there were devices that could be fitted which 

would prevent babies. Good. (HL 224-5). The literature available in rubber-

goods shops often turned out to be not much informative – describing sex 

life of the ameba or bizarre customs in exotic parts of the world (Porter, Hall 

260). That was probably the book that Lorna found in his uncle’s library: 
 

Strange Customs of Courtship and Marriage I pored over. It offered titillating and 
vague descriptions of traditions like “bundling”, which seemed to involve nothing 
more exotic that pre-marital sex between courting couples in the chilly north (…) Of 
course at the time (when even married people in the movies couldn’t be shown 
sharing a double bed) this was dynamite. I knew these Strange Customs were 
supposed to provide illicit thrills, but I couldn’t get on the right wavelength, I read the 
book again and again out of sheer bafflement and disappointment. (BB 181) 
 

Apart from such scientific documentary books she tried to find anything in 

the novels, however, with similar results: 
 

Amber falls in love in (…) Lord Carlton (…) her first sexual experience (…) turns her 
into her own woman in one swooning paragraph : She was glad ….with her every 
fibre of her being that it had happened. It seemed until that moment she had been 
only half alive” (…) This was a story as mysterious as the Fall in Genesis. How did 
Carlton pass on his knowledge with one wave of phallic wand?  
I pored over the gaps between the lines to no avail, as I did over tantalizing reference 
to contraception (also apparently entirely in Carlton‘s power), when Amber finds 
herself pregnant: “I intended to be careful-but sometimes I forgot” Amber looked at 
him puzzled. What was he talking about? (BB 204) 
 

Even in books which tackled real taboos concerning sex life  

the information was so hidden that it was impossible to work out what act 
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was real-ly described: we did Lady’s Chatterley’s Lover for A-level in the 

expurgated edition – but even if we’d had the full text I don’t think we’d 

have worked out that the most sacred and searching act of intimacy 

between Connie and Mellors was buggery, so loud were the rallying cries 

of nature and realism that cloaked what people actually did. (BB 233) 

As early as in 1942 Chesser’s Psychology of sex was banned but after  

a trial, it was again available after deleting some passages. Nevertheless, 

even before this trial it was said that the secrecy had done a great deal of 

harm (Porter, Hall 1995, 262). Such was the irreality of the situation that I’d 

have been a lot more prepared to find myself pregnant if we’d actually 

used condom, since that would have meant I had to know what we were 

doing (but then I wouldn’t have done it). (BB 238-9) 
 

2. Sex life 
 

In the case of sex life in both analysed books there are two things to 

consider: sex before marriage and during it. In the field of sexology  

the period between the 1870s - 1930s was characterized by the assumption 

that sexuality was determined biologically: that male sexuality is 

uncontrollable and when all is normal it would take the form of aggressive 

male dominant and submissive-subordinate female sexual intercourse 

(Jeffreys 2000, 212). When comparing two first generations of the 20th 

century in aspect of their sexual lifestyles, there were certain scientific names 

given to them: generation of sexual restraint and generation of sexual 

revolution, respectively (Haavio-Mannila 2000, 6-7). To the first one, born 

between 1917-36, matters referring to sex were taboos, and they were not 

discussed neither at home nor outside. Those were children who were 

especially protected from the knowledge about the ‘facts of life’. In result 

marital sex in 1930s was rather a way of reproduction and a marital duty 

than something pleasurable. Marriages of Lilian and Valma were different in 

terms of relation between spouses. In Lilian’s case there was only husband’s 

care that was visible: after Lilian gave birth, when she had breakdown or 

became ill, Margaret did not mention gestures of love. Probably there were 

none, as often Arthur commented unkindly on her or answered rudely. In 

contrast, in Bad Blood there are many excerpts showing the close and warm 

relationship between Valma and her husband “I found my mother and 

father sitting alone together in the living room (…) his arm was round her 

shoulders (…)For a moment I could see them as just two, the couple they’d 

be without the rest of us – strangers encamped in that windy field, trying 

to make a new life for themselves.”(BB 111). The research shows that post 
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second war generations were more likely to have sex before marriage (Clark 

1991, 38-39). It is quite visible how ideas about intimacy had changed. In 

one of the letters sent to a newspaper in 1955 concerned the problem of 

going for holidays a girl in her twenties said that her mother thought it 

improper to spend a night in her fiancée’s home even when his father was 

there as well. What is here important is the fact that something improper for 

the mother seemed nothing improper to her daughter. Times had changed 

and the daughters’ generation welcomed this fact openly, and as the example 

of Margaret shows, probably they maintained the respect towards their 

mothers’ beliefs: 

 
It wouldn’t be kind to flaunt my love life; it would distress and frighten her to 
discover I was doing a Nan and living in sin (…) So, as the long vacations came up,  
I always laid careful plans. I went to live with Hunter (…) but from all over Europe 
came letters home to my mother describing wonderful time I was having (…) I saw 
no harm in it, only sadness that my relationship with my mother dictated these lies. 
(HL 250-251) 
 

We do not exactly know when Margaret started her sex life - as she does not 

say it directly – nevertheless, we may assume that it started before her 

marriage. However, there are no doubts when it comes to Lorna Sage. Valma 

had to deal with the news about her 15-year-old daughter’s pregnancy.  

The first comment was dictated by shock, but finally she took care of her 

daughter and her child. Lorna never mentioned any complaints from her 

mother’s side about her early pregnancy. Valma presented a very mature 

and responsible attitude. The fact that Margaret was hiding the truth about 

her private life is a sufficient proof that Forster family was much more 

traditional. But the society remained traditional as well. Even in London or 

other big cities where the wind of change was most visible. Margaret had to 

pretend to be married to rent a flat to live with her boyfriend “We were 

always asked if we were married (…) when we said no, the door was 

closed. So in the end it had to be on with the Woolworths ring and  

the pretence I was Mrs Davies which I detested. I didn’t like the sound of it 

nor of the words “your wife” (HL 251). The society remained conservative in 

many aspects of private life. That is why when talking about children 

everybody assumed that they were to be born within marriage. Even during 

the 1950s unmarried mothers were described as patho-logically disturbed 

(Riley 1986, 196). Probably that was the cause of the first solution presented 

to Lorna when it turned out that she would be a mother. Parents told her 

that she ”should go to a Church Home for Un-married Mothers, when you 

repented on your knees (scrubbed floors, said prayers) had your baby 
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(which was promptly adopted by proper married people) and returned 

home humble and hollow-eyed (BB 237). And remain humble to the rest of 

your life, having in mind where so cal-led cleverness got you. The solution 

was to get marry and not to be a single mother any more. So she did.  

During the decade of the 1950s, one part of the campaign for  

a companionate marriage was promoting the role of sex between spouses. It 

was assumed, not only in literature but also by the public bodies, that one of 

the grounds for happiness in marriage is pleasurable marital sex (Kinsey 

1953, 346). It implies the fact that before that time marital sex was treated 

marginally and as Lilian’s account proves, it was rather regarded as marital 

duty. According to research, in the period between 1955 and 1969 the notion 

of sexual love began to be more important, both to men as women (Clark 

1991, 37), though in the 1950s sex was still treated as a duty towards 

husband. Such ideas changed however during next few years, when women 

were advised to treat it as an important part of marriage life. They also 

started to be informed about matters connected with sex in newly 

established periodicals like Manuals for Young married couples (Clark 1991, 

39). What is more, in literature the emotional side of relationship in 

marriage began to be emphasised.  

Margaret describes living with her future husband before they got 

married. It is not clearly stated when she had begun her sex life but it started 

before her marriage. She also adds that she did not mention about  

the cohabitation to her mother as “she would never agree, that sex without 

marriage was morally permissible” (HL 250). It is not openly said whether 

their intimate life was good, however she describes herself as a happy wife. It 

would be difficult to assume that being so open-minded and close to her 

husband she would diminish the significance of this side of marital relations. 

Change of the attitude in thinking and talking about sex during the 50s and 

60s is noticed even in using particular language. While during the first 

decade people tried to avoid using the word ‘sex’, in the next one, there were 

no doubts what people were talking about. 

There is one question which arises: where did women get the infomation 

about new values? Margaret decided to change her look and she did not 

want to resemble a stereotypical woman. She rejected all what in her teenage 

years was considered to be womanish: long hair, dresses, skirts, corsets, 

high-heeled shoes. During her studies she moved to another flat to live with 

her boyfriend. She did not mind having premarital sex and refused to have 

wedding at church. She did not mention attending church herself, though 

she writes about her mother as a devout Christian (HL 126). She rejected  
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the rules which she was taught at home. The sources of such decision could 

be university or the media spreading such ideas.   

 

3. Control devices 
 

In the Szreter and Fisher’s research neither of interviewed women 

mentioned availability of birth control devices, although, even in small rural 

areas of North England people had the access to them and by the 1930s 

there were condom-vending machines in pubs (Fisher 2006, 36). Even 

though, the sources concerning sex knowledge such as oral surveys, stories, 

diaries are clear evidence for general ignorance of “the facts of life”. Twenty 

years later, when Lorna was a teenager, there was already general opinion 

about the use of condoms: “French letters, rubbers – the only 

contraceptives available and only to boys – were, like all other ways of 

divorcing sex from reproduction, trashed by the myth of the times. Having 

sex using a rubber was like having bath with your socks on, boys said 

nastily, and in any case it was an insult to the girl, because you’d only use 

one for hygienic reasons.”(BB 238-9). In both autobiographies it was not 

explained what mothers’ education about sex was based on and what  

the sources of their knowledge were. Nevertheless, in Margaret Forster’s 

memoir describing her parents’ life it was her mother – Lilian, that was 

responsible for avoiding sex and contraception in their marriage. This would 

fit to the assumption of those times about uncontrollable men’s need for sex.   

Sex life was determined by the only sure method of contraception – 

abstinence. For centuries more or less effective contraceptive methods were 

used – infanticide, abstinence from sexual intercourse, withdrawal and 

traditional methods of abortion or use of herbal pessaries or the early skin 

condoms or even such preventing as wearing amulets while walking around 

the room after intercourse (Cook 2005, 40). Nevertheless, till the first birth 

control pill was developed in 1963 the contraception seemed to be  

a significant problem. And it was the women’s problem. Both analysed 

memoirs indicate different difficulties connected with contraception. 

Margaret Forster describes her mother’s struggling when already having two 

children she tried not to become pregnant again. She gave birth to a son 

Gordon and daughter Margaret. The results of surveys conducted in 1930s 

and 1940s show that the usage of different methods of birth control was 

gradually raising (Cook 2005, 113). One of them was the abstinence from 

intercourse with a variety of excuses: staying up late to work, sharing beds 

with children or complaining the pains (Cook 2005, 112). Margaret Forster 
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describes how one of these strategies was used by her mother Lilian: “she 

got into the habit, when Arthur was ready to go to bed, of staying up, 

saying she would just finish the darning. Then she would sit close to the fire 

and darn and wait and listen and hope to hear him snoring when she 

would at last join him, slipping between the covers with the greatest 

caution.” (HL 124). This method, however, did not work as she got pregnant 

one more time. Margaret describes that it was her mother’s problem how to 

prevent conception. Nothing is mentioned about her father’s attempts. 

Therefore, it can be said about Margaret Forster’s parents and their 

relationship that probably her mother could not refuse to have sex, treating 

it as one of the marital duties. Such attitude might have been caused by  

the assumption that it is unseemly and almost unwomanly for the wife to 

take the initiative. This point of view for reflected in the passage concerning 

Lilian’s visit by family doctor Stephenson “The whole business of birth 

control upset Lily, but then so did the whole business of sex. But she tried to 

be brave and after a visit to the dreaded doctor had produced no 

enlightenment, beyond being told it was her husband’s business to take 

care, she felt there was nothing she could do except try to limit 

intercourse”(HL 124). Lily thought about birth control, she knew that they 

could not manage to survive if another child came. Living closer to London 

perhaps she would have heard about a Family Planning Association or birth 

control clinic opened by Mary Stopes in 1921. In real “contraceptive advice 

even for married women was virtually non existent in Carlisle in the mid 

thirties” (HL 123). Lilian’s ‘contraceptives method’s’ failed and she became 

pregnant again. She was consoled by her doctor who “kindly pointed out 

that this was only her third baby not her thirteenth.” (HL 125). Strangely 

enough for Margaret was the attitude of Martha – mother in the French 

family where Margaret helped as an Au- pair - towards contraception who 

admitted that “As a devout Catholic (…) she practiced no form of a birth 

control except abstinence and in her case it hadn’t worked very well” (HL 

243). Margaret belonged to another generation, for which such opinions 

were ridiculous. People from that generation - born in 1937-56 - were 

characterised by the strong opposition toward tradition and authority that 

their parents represented. That was the generation which had more pre and 

outside marital sex, which divorced and remarried more often. This 

generation was liberated from the fear of unwanted pregnancy due to new 

contraceptive methods. 

This fact explains the lack of modern ideas spread in the south where they 

were more available. It was not until the studies times when they became 
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aware of existing methods of contraception. Margaret went to London in 

1957 while Lorna started her studies in 1961. For Lorna it was, however, too 

late as she got pregnant before her studies. Although she did not mention 

about the times spent in Durham university probably students there were 

more aware of birth control and generally about sex. Margaret Forster was 

astonished when she came to Oxford “the best thing about arriving in 

Oxford was being in touch with girls who knew about birth control and 

abortion. Oh dear, how funny it was, how sweet, to have their little north-

country friend so ignorant.”(HL 247). Moving to the bigger city influenced 

her choices and thinking about marriage and family and professional work 

when she saw that women can manage it. When she found access to 

contraception she felt relief “No illegitimate babies for me (as there had 

been for my great-grandmother and my grandmother); no extra babies  

I didn’t plan (like my mother had); no babies precipitating me into 

marriage (as my aunt had been hurried into)” (HL 248). 

 

Conclusions 
 

Following the stories of Forster and Sage families was a chance to notice 

how the Generation Gap appeared and presume what it was caused by. Both 

authors claimed that they just did not want to follow mothers’ example, they 

did not want to lead their mothers’ patterns of life. However, they did not 

directly say why they changed their views, why they were so opposed to it. It 

is much more interesting to check if we take into account that their mothers 

also could see how previous generations struggled with everyday life, but 

they just followed them. There was nothing to be opposed to. As there could 

be noticed even in Lilian’s and Valma’s generation that there were signs of 

some protest, like in the case of Lilian’s sister – Nan, but it did not concern 

women’s lives as such. Nan wanted to be independent as a women but she 

longed for marriage and children. Margaret did not want to have neither of 

them. Where then was the example to follow? Both Margaret and Lorna saw 

education as the way of getting independence. That had to be a strong factor 

that influenced women’s lives. Although, the system of education was 

constantly changing, these changes were more and more on favour of girls. 

The next step was to get into university and “encounter” people who were 

already acquainted with new ideas such as: abandoning strict moral rules 

which were treated as traditional and not actual any more, the access to 

know-ledge about contraception, and to women who realised themselves as 

mothers, wives and workers.  
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The reaction of the new lifestyle presented by the younger generation 

differed in the two families. The behavior and interests of adolescent 

Margaret were weird to her mother. She was spending her pocket money – 

according to Lilian it was another strange idea of giving money to a child – 

on colourful magazines. Margaret does not mention what they were about 

but it might be assumed that there was a new life style presented. That was 

the time when she decided to completely change her image. When she got 

older she was more careful in expressing her views, as in the case when she 

decided to hide some information about her private life in order to not 

disturb her mother’s psyche. Lorna could not hide anything, however, her 

mother helped her despite the fact of very emotional reaction of the shocking 

news concerning her pregnancy.  

The reaction on the great change in children’s behaviour, attitudes, in 

plans for life was different in both families. It might be presumed that the 

reason of this is connected with the social class. What is more, probably it 

was also determined by the region that the family originated from. The 

Forsters as working class family, on one hand and deriving from the North 

on the other, presented very traditional model of family stuck to traditional 

values and rather opposed to cultural changes and new liberal social 

behaviour.  The Sages on the contrary, were not entirely against changes. 

Analogically, such attitude might have been determined by the social status 

and origin. They were lower middle class family which came from the south 

of England. Both these factors are associated with more liberal attitude.  

However easy a woman’s life could seem today, it is crucial to remember 

that “Everything, for a woman, is better now, even if it is still not as good 

as it could be. To forget or deny that is an insult to the women who have 

gone before” (HL 307).  
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Abstract 
 

The aim of the article is to present the changes within the matters concerning sex 
education and sex life in the 20th century Britain on the base of the autobiographical accounts 
of two British writers: Lorna Sage and Margaret Forster. The content of the books gives  
the opportunity to describe such issues as: the different situation of men and women in terms 
of pre- and marital sex, the access to information about sex, birth control devices or more 
generally Generation Gap. Both authors provide first hand evidence that is of complementary 
character to the research in the subject matter discussed. 
 
Keywords: sex life, sex education, women, generation gap,  
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AMERICA AS A MACHINE: 
THE MYTH OF AMERICA’S ECONOMIC POWER 
AND THE VALUE DIVIDE IN DEMOCRATIC AND 

REPUBLICAN RHETORIC 
 
 

As every past generation has had to disenthrall itself from an inheritance of truisms 
and stereotypes, so in our own time we must move on from the reassuring repetition 
of stale phrases to a new, difficult, but essential confrontation with reality. For the 
great enemy of truth is very often not the lie—deliberate, contrived and dishonest—
but the myth—persistent, persuasive, and unrealistic. Too often we hold fast to  
the cliches of our forebears. We subject all facts to a pre-fabricated set of 
interpretations. We enjoy the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought. 
Mythology distracts us everywhere—in government as in business, in politics as in 
economics, in foreign affairs as in domestic affairs. (President John F. Kennedy, 
Commencement Address at Yale University, June 11, 1962) 

 
1. Myth and political communication in the United States 

 

In America, W. Lance Bennett (1980) argues, “normal political 

communication is referenced in myth.” Bennett points to the existence of  

a special logic that organizes American political communication among 

elites and the public. That logic 

 
involves cultural processes operating through political institutions to shape 
public reactions to political outcomes. These cultural processes promote circular 
reasoning about social problems and political solutions. (172–173) 

 
Key to this observation is the notion of “culture” as patterns in a whole 

way of life, or “patterned relations among basic beliefs, values and behaviors 

that organize social interaction and communication.” For Bennett, the two 

most important aspects of culture that bear on political communication are 

“the fundamental models of society that give practical meaning to values and 

beliefs, and the behavioral routines through which these models are applied 

to everyday affairs” (Bennett 1980, 166). He refers to the basic models of 

society as myths and the social routines as rituals. Since formal political 

ideologies are absent in American political culture, the political ideological 
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void is filled with political myths and rituals that guide the policy-making 

processes and form public opinion. Myth and ritual make their stamp on 

public thinking, action and communication. Their systematic effects on 

society explain numerous characteristics of American politics, such as 
 

a narrow range of legitimate public debate, the restricted scope of political conflict, 
the redundant symbolic formats of issue definition and the tendency of political 
institutions to produce and implement policies that embody stabilizing images of the 
political order whether or not they have any impact on underlying social problems.” 
(Bennett 1980, 166) 

 
The political process operating on such assumptions is characterized by 

banal language, circular reasoning, and limited range of debate. 

Bennett defines myths as “the truths about society that are taken for 

granted”; “basic cultural principles” that are “woven throughout everyday 

social discourse from dinner table conversation, to the morals of television 

programs, to the lofty policy debates of Congress” (Bennett 1980, 167).  

The myth is firmly stamped upon American political consciousness. It is  

“a model for applying the values and beliefs that form public opinion” 

(Bennett 1980, 168). Myths may be transmitted through imagery, concrete 

words or ideas and can be encountered in many areas of life, including 

presidential policies. Political elites use and the public looks for “key symbols 

that carry implicit meanings.” Symbols like myths are not factual. They 

“carry a burden of implication (value, association, feeling, or, in a word, 

meaning) beyond that which is required for mere reference” (Kuklick 1972, 

72). They are “products of imagination,” “states of mind, however accurately 

they may refer to the factual” (Lewis 1955, 3). Facts, following Trachtenberg, 

can be located in specific time and place. Symbols have their place in  

the mind (Trachtenberg 1979, ix); they are products of “imaginative 

perception, of the analogy-perceiving, metaphor-making, mytho-poetic 

power of the human mind” (Kuklick 1972, 73). A key characteristic of myth is 

that “it is generally unquestioned, widely taught and believed” (Edelman 

1964, 17). Myths become the cultural models through which people 

encounter certain ideals and through which standards, principles, and ideas 

are explained. Myths embody and contain people’s values and convictions; 

they reflect people’s understandding of reality. Democrats and Republicans 

alike create and defend particular economic arrangements, character, 

behavior, and action through myth. Presidents explain and justify their 

policies, programs and recommendations in mythic terms because these 

myths incorporate the values to which people respond; they provide 

inspirational vision for a nation, give a sense of direction, and purpose. In 
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essence, Republicans and Democrats do not disagree as much on the broad 

social and economic goals as they disagree over the means to achieve these 

goals.  

In this study, myth is associated with culture and politics, including  

the American government, the values, ideals, attitudes, and ideologies that 

distinguish the Republicans from the Democrats. Cultural and political 

values or meanings find expression in beliefs (myths) that may be captured 

in both the form and substance of ritual. Liberal and conservative myths of 

America’s power are conveyed and reinforced through the annual ritual of 

the State of the Union, hereafter referred to as the SOTU.  
 

2. State of the Union Address as ritual 
 

The way in which anthropologists now use the concept of ritual is that it 

is “symbolic behavior that is socially standardized and repetitive […] and is 

often enacted at certain places and times that are themselves endowed 

with special symbolic meaning” (Kertzer 1989, 9). Ritual, Lane (1981) 

points out, “expresses the norms and values of those who created it. Ritual 

performed at the societal rather than the small group level consequently 

expresses the values of the political elites, that is the dominant ideology” 

(18). Such is the nature of rituals, David Kertzer (1989) argues, that they 

“serve certain political interests and undermine others;” they “propagate  

a particular view of the political order” (87). Political reality is defined and 

expressed through ritual, and beliefs about that reality are reaffirmed 

through ritual (95). To make one’s power legitimate, power is 

institutionalized by putting it to “the bank of ritual” (51). The bank of ritual 

is a “store of powerful symbols,” that every culture possesses. It is generally 

“in the interest of new political forces to claim those symbols as their own” 

(42–43). Ritual initially legitimizes and institutionalizes the office of  

the power holder, but eventually transcends it and becomes transferable to 

another office holder (51). 

As prescribed by Article 2, section 3, clause 1 of the US Constitution, the 

president  
 

shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of  
the Union and recommend to their consideration such measures as he shall judge 
necessary and expedient. 
 

There are some reasons why the concept of ritual could be used with 

reference to the State of the Union Address: it is a political affair, repeated 

annually in the House Chamber at the beginning of each congressional 
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session over the entire history of the United States. The president’s address 

on the state of the nation is an annual manifestation of a profound American 

political practice present in American political culture since 1790.  
 

3. America as a machine 
 

Metaphor is central to both Democratic and Republican myth of 

America’s economic power. “The essence of metaphor,” as Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980) argue, “is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing 

in terms of another” (5). The myth of America’s economic power, reinforced 

through the powerful image of America as a machine: ship, train, or engine, 

emerges in historical documents pertaining to George Bush’s, John  

F. Kennedy’s and Lyndon B. Johnson’s SOTUs. Taking them for what they 

are, machines are devices that use energy to perform some activity; ships, as 

opposed to boats, are large vessels that float on water and like trains they are 

vehicles, means of conveyance, a carriage or transport of goods, cargo, 

people. Both ships and trains usually move along a route, or track,  

a permanent way, to get to their destinations; there is a clear origin and 

destination, a vision of not only how to get to the next stop, but a long-term 

vision from start to finish. These two modes of transport also invoke 

associations of energetic, strong movement forward. These symbols of 

America’s power creatively relate both the Republican and Democratic views 

of the economic role of the US government with each party’s vision of 

America.  

3.1. George Bush’s masculine America 

A draft of the Republican president George Bush’s 1989 SOTU-like 

address depicts America as “not only the engine that has pulled the train of 

world economic growth,” but also “the moral and intellectual force that is 

changing the face of history” (Bush 1989). Republican America is an engine 

that pulls the train and the force of change that is always moving forward. 

Republican myth of America’s power sees it not only as physiccally, or 

economically strong, but also intellectually, morally strong; strong in its 

foundations, and its good old values. President Bush’s speechwriters were 

well aware of the link between values and politics, and the necessity of 

presenting political proposals by appealing to values. President Bush’s 

philosophy of government was that of stewardship. His vision of America’s 

economic power encapsulated in the symbol of America as a machine was in 

essence, 
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driven by the premise that government exists to serve the people […] that low taxes 
help generate economic growth and that people work best when freed from too much 
government interference. I believe in giving Americans greater freedom and greater 
choice […] I believe that we have an obligation to those in need, but that government 
should not be the provider of first resort for things that the private sector can 
produce better. I believe in a society that in free from discrimination and bigotry of 
any kind. […] I believe that family and faith represent the moral compass of  
the nation. […] And I believe in giving the people the power to make their own lives 
better—through growth and opportunity for all. (Bush 1989) 

The Republican economic philosophy of individual responsibility is                  

a very powerful concept. Republicans believe that an individual must be 

provided with incentives that would permit him to become responsible, but 

also free. The concept of empowering an individual was suggested by 

Secretary Kemp, head of the US Department of Housing and Urban 

Development who also served as chairman of the Domestic Policy Council’s 

Task Force on Empowerment and Economic Opportunity. Kemp’s economic 

package draws a clear distinction between how the Democrats and  

the Republican perceived of America’s economic power:  

A Bush domestic pro-growth agenda […] would be a striking contrast to  
the Democratic Party’s strategy of “soaking the rich” to satisfy redistributionist 
ideologies. Democrats are more concerned that a few people became rich than that 
the ranks of the poor are growing as a result of their anti-growth policies.  
The American people do not share the Democrats’ misplaced concern. Republicans 
would support a broad-based platform of economic growth and opportunity for all 
while the Democrats would offer only the hollow promise of equal poverty. […]  
A domestic agenda built on economic growth and expanding opportunity would go  
a long way toward highlighting the differences between the policies of the Party of 
Growth and the Party of Redistributionism. (Kemp 1990) 

A Republican view of the power of the US government lies in providing 

opportunities for empowerment. To “sell empowerment—the new 

independence,” Jennifer Grossman (1991), who worked on Bush’s 1991 

SOTU, suggested to appeal to “the most basic of American values.” 

Empowerment—Grossman argued—gives individuals both hope and vision, 

“empowering him to be like Conrad’s Secret Sharer: a free man, a proud 

swimmer striking out for a new destiny.” A ship, as she noted, is “a vision of 

decisive forward motion. Hope fuels that motion, and without that motion 

people become ship adrift in a sea of despair. Empowerment lets people plot 

their own course, choose their own destiny.” 

A decisive movement forward, however, involves leaving others, 

including things, people, or life behind like a wake in the water or the train 

smoke in the air. This implication of the economic power myth created  

a problem for the Republican party. Mario Cuomo, the three-term 



I. Świątczak-Wasilewska                  

66 

Democratic governor of New York, Grossman (1991) reminded, “once made 

the charge that Republicans believe that the wagon (America) won’t make it 

to the frontier unless some our weak, our old and young are left behind.” But 

this was the kind of remark, she argued, that “shuts” the Republican party 

“out on the Democrats’ corner on the compassion market.” She suggested to 

turn this around and re-outfit it for “the ship metaphor: we all want  

the same destination for that ship we call America, and we all re-fuse to 

leave anyone behind. The simple truth is with some policies, the safety net 

becomes a trap, in which some Americans must be constantly towed behind, 

drowning in perpetual poverty.” That safety trap tows wasted human 

potential; people like “dolphins” get caught in “fishing nets.” The conservative 

agenda, Grossman pointed out, “can never be brought to full flower simply 

by rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic called the federal bureaucracy 

[… w]hile the poor are drowning in its deck […] languishing, locked in 

steerage.” The solution, as Grossman argued, was not “to slip more money 

under the door,” but rather “to hand them the keys.” Welfare for Republicans 

was a controversial idea. They perceived it as potentially enormous resource 

of government waste, without reaching the truly needy. Freeing individuals 

was a profound concept with true 19th century liberal values, which involved 

reducing the size of the government, reducing regulations and enhancing the 

status of individual. 

Bush’s 1991 SOTU, however, had to “recapture the compassion market.” 

Despite the fact that polls indicated that voters trust Republicans more than 

Democrats in conducting foreign policy, managing economy, holding down 

inflation, and resisting higher taxes, it was the Democratic party that still 

won out on the question who cared more about the common American 

citizen. The way to show that the Bush Administration also cared about  

a common American citizen was to point out that  

the Old Order, or the Old Dependency patronized the poor by treating them as if 
they were fundamentally different whereas the New Independence recognizes in 
them the same dreams and aspirations of all Americans. (Grossman 1991) 

To Republicans, it was the human potential and not the federal 

bureaucracy that needed more empowerment. The Republican myth thus 

sees the people as the source of America’s economic power, the engine that 

produces energy to keep the USS America afloat. The role of the government 

is thus to create conditions for empowering the human potential.  
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3.2. Kennedy’s and Johnson’s feminine America 

The image of America as a ship can also be found in Democratic rhetoric. 

The second draft of president Kennedy’s 1963 State of the Union included 

the following remark:  

We are not lulled by the momentary calm of the sea or the somewhat clearer skies 
above. We know the turbulence that lies below, and the storms that are beyond  
the horizon this year. But now the winds of change appear to be blowing more 
strongly than ever, in the world of communism as well as our own. For 175 years we 
have sailed with those winds at our back, and with the tides of human freedom in our 
favor. We steer our ship with hope, as Thomas Jefferson said, “leaving Fear astern.” 
Today we still welcome those winds of change—and we have every reason to believe 
that our tide is running strong. With thanks to Almighty God for seeing us through  
a perilous passage, we ask His help anew in guiding the “Good Ship Union.” 
(Sorensen 1963) 

In the opinion of John Kenneth Galbraith, president John Kennedy’s 

economic adviser, Kennedy viewed himself as: “[a] Northern Democrat with 

some sense of restraint. A moderate Democrat who seeks to follow  

the national interest as his conscience directs him to see it. A practical liberal 

[…] a pragmatic liberal.” Kennedy’s view of the state was that “the state is the 

servant of the citizen and not his master.” His Administration’s view of  

the federal government’s responsibility was that “[i]n addition to buttressing 

incomes and stimulating new economic growth,” the federal government has 

to “protect workers from inadequate wages” (Galbraith 1961). The United 

States was not developing the nation’s wealth for its own sake. “Wealth is  

the means—people are the ends. Our wealth will little avail us if we do not 

use it for people.” The government should thus act as a protector of 

economic justice. 

The ship metaphor was a very pervasive idea. It was also suggested for 

the incorporation in president Lyndon Johnson’s 1966 SOTU by a White 

House Fellow Charles Maguire. Led by an example of the medical ship S.S. 

Hope that served as the American peace-time hospital ship in many parts of 

the world in the 60s and early 70s, Maguire envisioned The Freedom Fleet 

that would have comprised of several vessels S.S. Bounty, floating 

agricultural research; S.S. Discovery, floating classroom for teachers; S.S. 

Liberty, “floating pantheon of man’s political emancipation”; S.S. Guardian, 

a specialized floating medical ship devoted to problems of population 

planning and control, and tropical diseases. This idea, as he suggested, could 

as well be offered to the world under the banner of president’s program 

“World War against Want” (Maguire 1966).  
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Maguire’s idea to lunch a Freedom Fleet of “modern mercy ships to carry 

new cargoes of hope to new corners of developing world” was in full accord 

with president Johnson’s philosophy of the government. Johnson believed 

in the capacity of the government and saw himself as a continuator of  

the Rooseveltian concept of government as a guarantor of economic security. 

His sweeping domestic moves became the hallmark of his presidency. 

Johnson did not abandon the Kennedy program such as Medicare, Civil 

Rights, but added to it his plan of an “unconditional war on poverty.” Out of 

his personal experience and his mother’s philosophy of upbringing children, 

Johnson would emerge as the older brother-father figure (Goodwin 1976, 

55–56). President Johnson’s biographer and a White House Fellow, Doris 

Kearns, argued that it was in that spirit of his mother’s lessons, of a stronger 

taking care of the weaker, that Johnson as president would respond to  

the needs of the nation by providing it with the civil rights bill, the Great 

Society Program and justify America’s involvement in Vietnam. Johnson’s 

paternalism, however, would also be a source of criticism of the president’s 

programs and their “unmistakable aura of big daddyism” (Johnson 1965). 

President Johnson had a reputation of “throwing dollars at any question and 

the question would disappear” (Mills 1987). 

Harry McPherson, who served as the chief speechwriter in the final years 

of the Johnson Administration, which by that time was largely discredited 

for its handling of the Vietnam war, wanted to address America’s challenges 

“in a way that would be very candid” (McPherson 1969). McPherson did not 

think that using the powerful symbol of America as a ship amidst its 

problems at home and in Vietnam was candid. President Johnson, however, 

decided to use the ship metaphor and in his speech he said: “[…] when  

a great ship cuts through the sea, the waters are always stirred and troubled. 

And our ship is moving. It is moving through trou-bled and new waters; it is 

moving toward new and better shores.” McPherson, however, thought that 

portraying America as a ship that plows through the waters and makes 

waves was 
 

a lot of crap […] It was a dangerous metaphor, one that he insisted on, once he heard 
about it. And the philosophy was like a river and the programs that were sprinkled 
through it were like logs in the river, and they were being moved by the philosophy 
down the river; but the river level kept falling. As we would cut the speech to make it 
shorter and more succinct, the philosophy would get cut inevitably and you’re left 
with logs. Pretty soon you’ve got a dry river bed and a lot of logs stuck in the mud and 
not going anywhere. It was a bum speech.” (McPherson 1969) 

The Republican response to president Johnson’s ship metaphor was 

excruciating. In the Republican reappraisal of Johnson’s 1968 State of  
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the Union address, minority leader and future President Gerald Ford 

responded to the effect that: 

Deepening disbelief in our nation’s policies, doubts about our most sacred 
institutions and traditions, concern over the credibility of our government’s word—
the worth of our government’s dollar—do you call that “questioning?” The President’s 
only explanation was, “When a great ship cuts through the sea, the waters are always 
stirred and troubled.” Apparently the President has been standing on the stern—
looking backward at the wake—wondering which of his officers to dump overboard 
next! His ship is wallowing in a storm-tossed sea, drifting toward the rocks of 
domestic disaster, beaten by the waves of a world-wide fiscal crisis. The Captain 
should return to the bridge. We need a Captain who will seize the helm—call up full 
power—break out new charts—hold our course steadfast and bring us through  
the storm. We need a Captain who inspires his crew to heroic endeavor. We need  
a Captain with courage to clear the deck—jettison the deadweight—a Captain who 
learned his seamanship beyond the Potomac and the Pedernales. It is no time to 
Abandon Ship. […] America has weathered many a terrible storm, rescued many  
a weaker vessel—and we’ll do it again. Let’s start with the USS Pueblo. We want our 
Ship of State going full speed ahead. (Republican National Committee 1968) 

By making a link between the capacities of the ship (the US government) 

and the capacities of the captain (the president), the Republican myth of 

America’s power would place the president’s skills to command, lead and 

guide through crisis in spotlight. For Republicans, LBJ’s leadership left 

much to be desired, however. 

4. Discussion 

As the above-mentioned examples illustrate, the Republican and 

Democratic presidents differently apply the myth of America’s economic 

power to the capacities of the federal government. The association of 

America’s economic capacities with the engine or train, and by extension 

with predominantly male characteristics, are typical of the Republican 

rhetoric. Republicans see the government as not “a substitute for people, but 

simply the instrument through which they act” and thus speak of the state as 

a means to achieve goals. To be able to act through that instrument, they 

expect less government regulations, reduction in government spending,  

a government “which knows in its head, what it feels in its heart”; America, 

which acknowledged the limits of its power abroad. The Republican concept 

of government, as Vice President Nelson Rockefeller (1975) fittingly 

captured,  

lies in the balance of freedom of the individual and the role of state. The Republican 
sense of fairness essentially means that those situated similarly in need ought to be 
treated similarly; those who are needy and unable satisfactorily to help themselves 
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ought to receive some minimal set of benefits as a matter of humane concern; 
government intervention may be justified to restore a sense of fairness in the groups 
that were disadvantaged in the past. Principles of governmental policy should be 
guided by an appreciation of the essential value of work, incentives for enterprise and 
initiative and respect for the individual—individual choice, individual dignity, 
individual privacy and guided by an appreciation of the essential value of the 
widespread distribution of power. 

Democrats refer to America as a ship with reference to America’s strength 

and endurance. When spoken of as the means, however, Democrats tend to 

see the American government as the safety net, the good, charitable provider 

of all kinds of goods and services that are to be distributed by  

the government to the people. Both Democrats and Republicans appeal to 

feminine and masculine characteristics of America. Republicans, however, 

do not stress these feminine traits as much as they do the masculine ones; 

Republican America possesses some of the feminine characteristics in that 

she has a heart and her emotions translate into her compassion.  

The Republican America, however, also has a head that tells her to think 

longterm, economically.  

Unlike the Republican symbol of America as a ship fueled by human 

energy and potential, the uses of the ship metaphor by the Democratic 

president are illustrative of the Democratic view of America as the mercy, or 

rescue, steam ship. Democrats characteristically think about the government 

as the provider of economic security and welfare. At the same time, however, 

they allow the government to intrude in many areas of American life. 

Americans witnessed a series of large national achievements—the triumphs 

over the Great Depression in the 30s, Germany in the 40s and Stalinism in 

the 50s. These successes resulted in a national policy “based upon romantic 

illusions about America […] about America’s role in the world, about 

poverty, about education, about energy, about the environment, and about 

the unlimited capacities of the government” (Ford 1976). By appealing to  

the feminine conscience of America, Democrats tend to see America as  

a charitable carer, helpful and generous.  

Helpfulness and generosity of Americans, in turn, can be traced to the lower 

class origin of Americans, but also the mobility and the opportunities— 

“the equality of condition” in the formative stage of the nation, as 

Tocqueville called it (Myrdal 1944, 13). Seeing America as feminine, may 

however, help explain another commonly held view of America as a non-

aggressor, non-belligerent, and idealist nation.1 Geoffrey Gorer (1948) traced 

                                                
1. The image of America as a non-belligerent nation recurs throughout the SOTU drafts.               
A pre-draft of President Kennedy’s 1963 SOTU, made a point that: “For the American people, 
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American idealism to the feminine conscience of Americans. Mother, he 

argued is the dominant figure in the American family, because the father’s 

role diminished in the formative second generation because of the father’s 

deficiencies as an American and because of the prevailing attitude towards 

authority (94). Father’s authority was rejectted. Mother thus has  

the dominant role in the rearing of her children and this has far-reaching 

results on the character of the children. The characteristic feature of  

the American conscience is that it is feminine because it is the mother who 

disciplines the children, who rewards and punishes thereby shaping 

conscience. Rules for moral conduct emanate from a fe-minine source. This 

psychological truth, Gorer argued, is also captured in American iconography 

as a Goddess of Liberty: “America in its benevo-lent, rich, idealistic aspects is 

envisaged (by Americans) as feminine; it is masculine only in its grasping 

and demanding aspects. The American land itself—Columbia in an older 

iconography—is feminine” (53). 

Conclusions 

The machine metaphor pervades American political communication 

through the annual ritual of the State of the Union. The poetic images of 

America such as feminine personifications of United States of America in 

Statue of Freedom crowning the dome of the Capitol building in Washington 

DC, the feminine figure representing America in the sculptural pediment 

over the east central entrance of the US Capitol, or New York’s Statue of 

Liberty; Columbia extending her hands on war posters, John Gast’s female 

personifications of America’s progress, Westward expansion, and Manifest 

Destiny sharply contrast with president Bush’s image of America as  

a machine: ship, train, engine, or “the acknowledged Master of Missions 

Fulfilled” (Smith 1989). 

 

                                                                                                                    
committed to preserve both peace and freedom, will never choose the path of either aggression 
or appeasement. We therefore continue to need the best defense in the world—a defense which 
is suited to the Sixties and has learned the lessons of the Fifties.” Also, drafts of Bush’s SOTUs 
portrayed Americans as the people who favor peace over war: “Americans detest war. And we 
will pursue our principles peacefully wherever we can. But when others challenge our basic 
ideals and threaten our basic interests, we will not back down.” Bush’s America was the 
“community of conscience.” “We have always been a nation of rock-solid realism and clear-
eyed idealism”; “We are the only nation of this earth that could assemble the forces of peace. 
Among the nations of the world, only the United States of America has had the moral standing 
and the means to back it up.” A draft of LBJ’s 1965 SOTU stated: “We will not, and we should 
not, assume that it is the task of Americans alone to settle all the conflicts of a torn and 
troubled world. Let the foes of freedom take no comfort from this. For in concert with other 
nations, we shall help men defend their freedom.”  



I. Świątczak-Wasilewska                  

72 

Metaphor plants powerful images in people’s minds and shapes their 

attitudes. American leaders embrace the myth of America’s economic power 

to wrap up their policies and persuade the audience to their policies. In  

an analysis of political speeches for the “popular consciousness” one cannot 

assume, as Bruce Kuklick (1972) suggests, that the writer’s or speaker’s 

“intentions were to tell the truth about the world.” On the contrary, they 
 

are very likely attempting to persuade the reader or listener of something; or to 
express what he already feels. The language that writers choose will be designed to 
have these effects. (Kuklick 1972, 80) 
 

Both Democratic and Republican presidents reinforce particular images 

of society and perpetuate social, and economic arrangements via language 

that captures their political philosophy and values. In fact, the ship 

metaphors suggested by Charles Maguire for Johnson’s 1966 State of  

the Union address and eventually dropped, were proposed as “attention-

getting devices constructed for dramatic impact, and couched largely in  

the language of symbols […] strong and easily understandable signposts of 

the President’s purpose, ‘headlines’ for the substance of his hopes” (Maguire 

1966). Metaphors attempt to encapsulate the essence of policy in shorthand 

and make presidential proposals more memorable. By employing  

the language of symbols, presidents aim to bridge communication between 

the government and the people, and visualize solutions. Presidential annual 

addresses on the state of the nation can be viewed as political inputs that 

aim to correct the character of the people, rather than provide tangible 

solutions to their problems.  
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Abstract 

This paper seeks to examine the Democratic and Republican myths of America’s 
economic power and discuss how these myths reflect each party’s views of the economic 
capacity and economic responsibility of the US government. Primary sources including 
original documents, memoranda, drafts of speeches, and background papers pertaining to 
the State of the Union address produced throughout the presidencies of John F. Kennedy, 
Lyndon B. Johnson, and George H. W. Bush constitute the author’s research material. The 
paper argues that the myths of America’s economic power serve as premises for 
persuasion regardless of a party’s political philosophy. Associations of America with             
a machine: ship, train, engine as symbols of economic power, emerge both in Democratic 
and Republican rhetoric. There is a striking difference, however, between the parties’ 
applications of the myth to the capacities of the federal government and the economy. 
While Democrats tend to stress the feminine characteristics of American government as 
the good, charitable provider of economic security, Republicans appeal to masculine traits 
of self-reliance, efficiency, and empowerment. Understanding each party’s political 
philosophy and values is key to understanding the full implications of this myth in 
political communication.  

 
Keywords: myth, ritual, political communication, Democratic rhetoric, Republican 
rhetoric 
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ENGLISH AS A LINGUA FRANCA  
AND FORMULAICITY. THE QUESTION  

OF QUALITY. 
 
 

In communication between native speakers of any language, 

interlocutors rely on formulas, also known as formulaic sequences. These 

are derived from cultural, literary and linguistic background and traditions 

shared by the community and/or serve as processing shortcuts. Native 

speakers of English expect or utter the phrases ‘Will you marry me?” or “Can 

I have a coke?” rather than “I wish to marry you” or “ I want to buy a coke”. 

To many non-native users of English, statements such as the latter are 

perfectly acceptable, whereas most native speakers would reject them as odd 

and opt for the former as the ones that sound more natural. This peculiarity 

does not mean they are incorrect grammatically, they just do not sound 

native.  

The reason is that native speakers do not really use the creative potential 

of grammar rules to their full extent. In 1984 Andrew Pawley and Frances 

Syder published an influential article in which they draw our attention to 

this nativelike selection – the ability of native speakers to convey their 

meaning by expressions that are both grammatical but at the same time, 

nativelike. Generative grammar, usually understood as a set of rules that 

specify all and only the sentences of the language is not enough for any 

learner to achieve a nativelike control. As Pawley and Syder put it “only  

a small proportion of the total set of grammatical sentences are native-like in 

form – in the sense of being readily acceptable to native informants as 

ordinary, natural forms of expression, in contrast to expressions that are 

grammatical but are judged to be ‘unidiomatic’, ‘odd’ or ‘foreignisms’.” 

(1984, 193).  

This article briefly discusses the impact of native formulaicity on non-

native users’ communication success and breakdowns in the context of the 

rise of English as a global lingua franca. For most non-native users its 

cultural, literary or historic references or idioms appear to have little or no 

relevance. The more English becomes a language spoken worldwide, the less 

it seems to belong to its native speakers. But does it mean that anything goes 

as long as the message is conveyed? 
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1. English going global 

The English language is widely regarded as a global language. Yet, it is 

not spoken by everyone and it is not even the language of the greatest 

number of (native and/or second language)1 speakers – it is the second or 

even fourth depending on different estimates. Even when a number of 

speakers of English as a foreign language is added, there is still 3/4 of 

world’s population who do not speak English.2 If the number of speakers is 

not the decisive factor, what gives a language a global status? David Crystal 

claims: 

A language achieves a genuinely global status when it develops a special role that is 
recognized in every country. This might seem like stating the obvious, but it is not, 
for the notion of ‘special role’ has many facets. Such a role will be most evident in 
countries where large numbers of people speak the language as a mother tongue – 
in the case of English, this would mean the USA, Canada, Britain, Ireland, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, several Caribbean countries and a sprinkling 
of other territories. However, no language has ever been spoken by a mother-
tongue majority in more than a few countries (Spanish leads, in this respect, in 
some twenty countries, chiefly in Latin America), so mother-tongue use by itself 
cannot give a language global status. To achieve such a status, a language has to be 
taken up by other countries around the world. They must decide to give it a special 
place within their communities, even though they may have few (or no) mother-
tongue speakers. (2003, 3-4) 

Elsewhere, Crystal comments that with the largest English-speaking 

nation, the USA, being only about 20% of all speakers of English, “it is plain 

that no one can now claim sole ownership. This is probably the best way of 

defining a genuine global language, in fact: that its usage is not restricted by 

countries or (as in the case of some artificial languages) by governing bodies” 

(2003, 141)  

The growth in the importance of English is not limited to the numbers of 

speakers. “Why a language becomes a global language has little to do with 

the number of people who speak it. It is much more to do with who those 

speakers are” (Crystal 2003, 7). The history of English seems to have proven 

Crystal’s claim right. 

The English language attained its global position because certain 

geographical-historical and socio-cultural factors had worked to its 

advantage. The former comprise the movement of English around the world 

                                                
1 Second language speakers are defined as “those whose native language is typically  
a minority language of the country in which they live and who learn the second language 
because it is the official national language of the country where they reside”. http://www. 
vista wide.com/languages/top_30_languages.htm 
2 Based on discussion in Crystal (2003, 62-71) 
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that began in the 17th century and was followed by economic and political 

colonialism. Varieties of English emerged as a result of  the language spread, 

distance, contact with indigenous people and political events, notably 

establishing of the USA in 1776. When in the 20th century former British 

colonies gained independence, they adopted English as an official or semi-

official language. English has undergone significant changes there, as it en-

tered interactions with multiple African or Asian native languages. 

Consequently, the varieties of English that emerged are referred to as ‘new 

Englishes’.3 With the unprecedented demographical and economic growth of 

India, they may play a significant role in the development of global English. 

(for detailed description see Crystal 2003, 29-59). However, “this spread of 

representation which makes the application of the label ‘global language’  

a reality” (Crystal 2003, 29) although necessary, is not a sufficient condition 

for a language to become global. As Crystal puts it – “After all, when  

a language arrives in a new country, it does not necessarily come to be 

adopted. It has to prove its worth (2003, 77).  

English would not be given a global status if its use was restricted 

geographically and historically to countries where it is spoken as a first or 

second language only. What truly gave it its present position was 

establishing it as the medium of development that made industrial and 

scientific progress possible. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century Britain had become  

a leading nation in industry and trade. Most innovations of the Industrial 

Revolution were of British origin. New terminology enriched the English 

lexicon, but it also poured into the lexicons of other languages when 

technological and scientific advance crossed the borders. Anyone who 

wished to learn about or benefit from them had to learn English. The spread 

of new technologies would not have been possible without developments in 

transportation and communication which were a part of technological 

progress. In the late nineteenth century Britain lost its position to the USA 

which remained a dominant economic and technological power throughout 

the twentieth century. The US’s almost unchallenged supremacy in the field 

of politics, economy and technology established English as the dominant 

language of those domains. Bismarck, when asked in 1898 about  

the decisive factor in modern history, replied, ‘The fact that the North 

Americans speak English’ (cited in Crystal 2003, 85). The US’ hegemony 

                                                
3 The term has been in use from 1960s (Crystal 2003, 142). New Englishes include American 
English, Australian English, New Zealand English, Canadian English, South African 
English, Caribbean English, South Asian English (ibid., 144) 
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was secured by the two world wars and the fall of the Iron Curtain and 

remains seemingly unthreatened even though growing economic powers of 

China or India might pose a challenge.4  

Crystal claims that “without a strong power-base, of whatever kind, no 

language can make progress as an international medium of communication” 

(2003, 7). Because English has been assisted by such a power-base, its 

position seems established. It is a working language in the United Nations 

and its subsidiary organizations as well as at  international conferences. 

Other major international domains of English include scientific publication, 

international banking and trade, advertising for global brands, audiovisual 

cultural products, international tourism, tertiary education, international 

safety (‘airspeak’, ‘seaspeak’), international law, interpretation and 

translation where it serves as a ‘relay language’, technology transfer and 

internet communication (Graddol 1997, 8). 

Any language aspiring to the role of international medium of 

communication needs to be introduced internationally as a foreign language 

worth learning. Yet, the notion of ‘foreign language’ seems to be changing. 

Graddol argues that  “English seems to have joined the list of basic skills. 

Quite simply, its function and place in the curriculum is no longer that of  

‘a foreign language’ and this is bringing about profound changes in who is 

learning English, their motives for learning it and their needs as learners” 

(2006, 72). When English becomes a core skill akin to Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) skills, it cannot be ascribed to social or 

scientific elites where it often served as a marker of group identity. 

Moreover, a level of proficiency considered as a good command of English 

may vary in relation to the specific needs of the users.  

Crystal assumes that “language exists only in the brains and mouths and 

ears and hands and eyes of its users. When they succeed, on  

the international stage, their language succeeds. When they fail, their 

language fails” (2003, 7). Such a statement might not be valid any more. 

English has reached such a position, that it is no longer perceived in relation 

to a particular English-speaking country. The world’s attitudes to the USA 

may be changing, nonetheless, even in hostile Arabic countries the position 

of English as a medium of international information and communication is 

                                                
4 These two countries have become main BPO centres (business process outsourcing) which 
boosted their economy. This, in turn, together with the immense investments in research 
centres and universities, as well as the populations over a billion, make India and China 
highly competitive internationally. Although both countries’ strategy makes English a key 
part of their economic development, the number of people learning Mandarin is growing 
fast, especially in South-East Asia. (Graddol 2006, 32-40) 
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acknowledged.5    

The status of English has been secured neither by the number of its native 

speakers nor by the number of speakers of English as a second language. 

What gives it a truly global position is the number of EFL speakers and 

learners which surpasses the total of L1 and L2 speakers.6 

 
2. Circles of English 

 

In 1985 Kachru suggested three circles as a model representing the global 

community of English speakers where the ‘inner’, ‘outer’ and ‘expanding’ 

circles symbolized speakers of English as first, second and foreign language 

respectively.  

 

Figure 1 The three 'circles' of English7 

 
The ‘inner’ circle consists of people living in historically English-speaking 

countries, where it is a primary language – the UK, the USA, Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand, Ireland. The ‘outer’ (or extended) circle comprises 

countries where English has been given a special status or is spoken as 

second by a multilingual community – India, Singapore and over fifty other 

territories. The ‘expanding’ circle includes the countries which do not have 

linguistic ties with English but where it is taught as a foreign language on  

a large scale.  

                                                
5 Launching of Arabic or French TV channels or web pages in English (Graddol 2006,  
46-47) 
6 Gordon et at (2005) estimates the number of first- and second-language speakers as 
508m, with EFL learners over a billion 
7 The numbers are given after Crystal  (2003), the original estimates for OUTER circle 
given by Kachru quoted in Graddol (2006) were 150-300 
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The three circle model adopted by Crystal (2003) is argued by Graddol as 

‘failing to capture the increasing importance of the outer circle, and the 

degree to which ‘foreign language’ learners in some countries – especially 

Europe – were becoming more like second language learners” (2006, 110). 

He concludes that what we need to distinguish are proficiencies in English, 

rather than speakers’ status as second/foreign language users. (ibid.).  

A new, more dynamic, model developed by Kachru is presented by 

Graddol (2006). In this model, the ‘inner’ circle consists of “highly proficient 

speakers – those who have ‘functional nativeness’ regardless of how they 

learned or use the language” (2006, 110). Such a model represents  

the dynamics of English spoken around the world – the increasing number 

of people who are so fluent in it that they become bilingual.  

If the traditional division into first (native), second and foreign (both 

non-native) language users is to be retained, the ratio of native to non-native 

speakers is 1:3. If recent demographic trends continue, this  ratio will be ever 

decreasing.8 The growing numbers of people who are learning English and 

are able to function in that language bring qualitative changes to the 

language.  

 

Figure 2 The community of English speakers 

 

3. English – Englishes – Lingua Franca 

English seems no longer a language that belongs to its native speakers – 

“the English language ceased to be the sole possession of the English some 

                                                
8 Crystal (2003,  68-71) 
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time ago” (Rushdie in Crystal 2003, 140). Most non-native users 

communicate in it with other non-native speakers. The tourism data on 

interactions between users of English quoted by Graddol (2006, 29) might 

be illustrative here. 

 

Figure 3 Communication in English in international tourism 

 

Such findings raise questions of what kind of English is needed as  

a medium of international communication. What is English nowadays? 

Definitely it is not one uniform language, maybe not even a single one – the 

variations used in countries traditionally considered as its homeland differ 

phonologically, lexically or, to some extent, syntactically. Should it be British 

or American English? Great Britain is no longer a world power and its 

population constitutes just a fraction of the world English speaking 

community (not to mention that, within the UK, few speak what is 

considered a British standard).  Even if the status of the USA as a world 

power and a source of global entertainment or technological advance is to be 

maintained, the other variations of English cannot be neglected as none of 

them is restricted to its homeland. Geographical proximity to Australia/New 

Zealand in the South Pacific or India in Asia makes their varieties  

an attractive model of English in these areas. Whatever variation is 

considered as a target for learning/teaching, it is still a native variation. Any 

close relationship to a specific nation seems unwelcome as it places non-

native speakers in a disadvantageous position in the globalized world. 

Graddol’s comment might be revealing here: “ELF approaches, like all 

foreign language teaching, positions the learner as an outsider, as  

a foreigner; one who struggles to attain acceptance by the target language 

community” (2006, 82). Globalization of the English language requires new 
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approaches to the language itself.  Seidlhofer asserts that “…native-speaker 

language use is just one kind of reality, and one of very doubtful relevance 

for lingua franca contexts” (2001, 138). Any native language is highly 

culture-dependent in its phraseology, connotations or literature, history or 

political references. Lack of such knowledge gives a non-native the ‘outsider’ 

status. Yet, in most international contexts, it is rather redundant.9  

Crystal claims that when the number of non-native speakers is far larger 

than the number of native speakers of English, “the language will become 

open to the winds of linguistic change in totally unpredictable ways” (2003, 

142). Graddol, in a similar vein, argues that “it is not just ‘more of the same’. 

There is a new model” (2006, 19) and that ”there has been a significant – 

even dramatic – qualitative change: one that may be taking the language in  

a very new direction” (ibid., 110). Both Crystal and Grad-dol look at  

the linguistic changes from the point of view of native speakers – any change 

taking place is grounded firmly in one of the existing native varieties: “US 

English does seem likely to be the most influential in the development of 

WSSE” (Crystal 2003, 188). Although World Standard Spoken English 

(WSSE) as predicted by Crystal might also entail features common to L2 

varieties10 (he mentions syllable-timed rhythm and phonological 

developments to replace th sounds), it would be based on rather formal, 

regionally neutral, probably American English.  

There are linguists who object to the emergence of global English as just  

a regionalism-free variety of any English from the inner circle. Seidlhofer 

goes further when she insists that  “the ‘E’ in English as a Native Language 

is bound to be something very different from the ‘E’ in English as a Lingua 

Franca, and must be acknowledged as such” (2001, 138).  She quotes 

Widdowson (1997) to support her claim:  

 

                                                
9 This might be exemplified by the anecdote told by Crystal. When attending a an 
international seminar with participants from some twenty countries, a discussion was 
hindered by a telling remark ‘that came from out in left field’ made by an American delegate. 
The others, Crystal included, required explanation of the meaning. with that provided, 
another comment was made, this time using a cricket idiom, not known to the American 
and some others. Crystal concludes that “What was immediately noticeable was that the 
native speakers seemed to become less colloquial. In particular, I did not sense any further 
use of national idioms. Indeed, the speakers seemed to be going out of their way to avoid 
them” (2003, 186-187) 
10 “… the situation will be complicated by the emergence on the world scene of new linguistic 
features derived from the L2 varieties, which as we have seen will in due course become 
numerically dominant. No feature of L2 English has yet become a part of standard US or UK 
English; but, as the balance of speakers changes, there is no reason for L2 features not to 
become part of WSSE” (ibid., 188).  
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…I would argue that English as an international language is not distributed, as                 
a set of established encoded forms, unchanged into different domains of use, but it is 
spread as a virtual language. … When we talk about the spread of English, then, it is 
not that the conventionally coded forms and meanings are transmitted into different 
environments and different surroundings, and taken up and used by different groups 
of people. It is not a matter of the actual language being distributed but of the virtual 
language being spread and in the process being variously actualized. The distribution 
of the actual language implies adoption and conformity. The spread of the virtual 
language implies adaptation and nonconformity. The two processes are quite 
different. And they are likely to be in conflict. Distribution denies spread. 
(Widdowson in Seidlhofer 2001, 138) 
 

The conceptual framework provided by Widdowson allows ELF to be re-

defined11 and distinguished from any other lingua francas. Malmkjaer (1991) 

defines lingua franca as “any additionally acquired language system that 

serves as a means of communication between speakers of different first 

languages, or a language by means of which the members of different speech 

communities can communicate with each other but which is not the native 

language of either – a language which has no native speakers” (in Seidlhofer 

2001, 146). When it develops sophisticated and versatile forms on its own, 

the second part of Malmkjaer’s definition may become true12 and the English 

branch of Germanic languages will emerge - as Romance languages did from 

Vulgar Latin spoken within the Empire.  

Whether it is EFL or a ‘new English’ (spoken as L2 in the original 

outer circle), “it is not a homogenous entity, with clear-cut boundaries, 

and an easily definable phonology, grammar and lexicon” (Crystal 2003, 

165). Any attempted analysis should accept the fact that it needs to be 

recognized as a variety in its own right – “As the English-speaking world 

becomes less formal, and more democratic, the myth of a standard language 

becomes more difficult to maintain” (Graddol 2006, 115). What is 

considered a mistake in British English, might be perfectly correct in Indian 

or Singapore English (for examples see Crystal 2003). However, such 

multiplicity might prevent intelligibility – a prerequisite for a lingua franca. 

With rather blurred boundaries between English as a second and foreign 

language (EFL), it seems reasonable for similar correctness considerations 

to be applicable to ELF. This is why the notions of standards and cor-

                                                
11 A traditional definition: “lingua franca - any language used for communication between 
groups who have no other language in common: e. g. Swahili in much of East and Central 
Africa where it is not native. Cf. langue véhiculaire, also pidgin; in reference to Africa, in 
particular, these categories are not always easily distinguished. (Matthews 1997, 209)  
12 Malmkjaer refers to a pidgin language being lingua franca, but, as it is argued by 
Seidlhofer, “ a lingua franca does not need to be reduced to a pidgin language, restricted in 
social role and linguistic resources, such as limited vocabulary and stylistic range, elaborat-
ed only through creolization when used as a mother tongue” (2001, 146) 
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rectness should be reviewed within the scope of ELF. The ELF itself needs to 

be described more systematically and boundaries have to be drawn to 

prevent an assumption that ‘anything goes”. The influence of non-native 

speakers on the language change becomes a research area that, hopefully, 

will explain how it is used as a lingua franca and  forecast the future of 

teaching and learning English. There is a growing number of proponents of 

teaching ELF – English as a Lingua Franca, a variety of English spoken by 

non-natives to non-natives.  

4. ELF vs. EFL 

Traditional language teaching as a part of the secondary school 

curriculum is, according to Graddol, “designed to produce failure” (2006, 

83). He argues that the “ELT […] emphasizes the importance of emulating 

na-tive speaker language bahaviour” and focuses on “such things as 

grammatical accuracy, native-like pronunciation, and literature”. Needless 

to say, learners hardly ever achieve a level of proficiency comparable to 

native speakers.  This is grounded, Graddol argues, in the very core of 

traditional ELT methodology where “there is an inbuilt ideological 

positioning of the student as an outsider and failure – however proficient 

they [learners] become” (ibid., 83).13 

The hegemony of English as a Native Language (ENL) is also noticeable 

within the community of teachers of English. Although the role of non-

native teachers as those who “know the target language as a foreign 

language, share with their students the experience of what it is like to try 

and make it their own, often through the same first language/culture filter” 

is receiving recognition in the ELT world, they still struggle with  

the tradition where “what constitutes a valid target is still determined with 

virtually exclusive reference to native-speaker norms” (Seidlhofer 2001, 

135). Among non-native teachers a sense of deep frustration is not 

uncommon, “they cannot, by definition, be members of that native-speaker 

community, no matter how hard they try, no matter how long they study 

(ibid., 136).14 

                                                
13 Graddol compares ELF learners to tourists who need to comply with the regulations of 
the country they are visiting: “The target language is always someone else’s mother 
tongue. The learner is constructed as a linguistic tourist – allowed to visit, but without 
rights of residence and required always to respect the superior authority of native speak-
ers” (2006: 83) 
14 Seidlhofer quotes Medgyes (1994) as an exemplary non-native view  “…We suffer from 
an inferiority complex caused by glaring defects in our knowledge of English. We are in 
constant distress as we realize how little we know about the language we are supposed to 
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People of varied linguistic backgrounds use the language without  

a feeling of intimidation or inferiority when in contact with native speakers. 

The latter themselves seem to begin to acknowledge the existence of  

an international variety of English and treat non-native usage without 

contempt. Within the global economy or science, senior executives or 

distinguished scientists often come from counties outside English 

strongholds so they might make, what has been viewed to date, mistakes, 

but who would dare to correct them? Their turn of phrase might soon 

become a fashion and then a formulae. Setting and following a language 

fashion is one of the driving forces behind linguistic changes. 

If Seidlhofer’s distinction between ENL and ELF is to be adopted, then, it 

might free non-native speakers of English as users of the language in their 

own right. She argues that “They [ELF speakers] are not primarily 

concerned with emulating the way native speakers use their mother tongue 

within their own communities, nor with socio-psychological and ideological 

meta-level discussions. Instead, the central concerns for this domain are 

efficiency, relevance and economy in language learning and language use” 

(2001, 141). Seen in this light, the differences between native and non-native 

use may largely be ignored in international communication. Native like or 

non-native like selection (Pawley and Syder, 1983) would become just  

an idiosyncratic choice of an individual using English. 

5. Formulaicity and ELF 

To meet international speakers’ needs, ELF should be viewed as efficient, 

simple and culture-independent. Global English would demand new models 

of teaching methodology and of the language itself. Such models are still to 

be developed, though.  

One of the language aspects the ELF model will undoubtedly face is 

formulaicity – a phenomenon known in literature under numerous names. 

A formulaic sequence, defined by Wray (2002, 2000) and Wray and 

Perkins (2000) as “a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of words or 

rather elements, which is, or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, stored 

and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being 

subject to generation or analysis by the language grammar (2002, 9)” 

entails a whole spectrum of language forms, from very fixed, non-

transparent idioms to syntagmatically and/or paradigmatically variable 

sentence stems.  

                                                                                                                    
teach” (Medgyes in Seidlhofer 2001: 135)  
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Native language users benefit from formulaicity in two ways. Generally 

speaking, formulaic sequences function as compensatory devices for 

memory limitations – they ease the processing pressures saving effort, buy 

time for  planning without losing the turn (fillers, turn-holders, discourse 

markers) and manipulate/retain information. Formulaicity may also be 

viewed as a tool for social-interaction. People use formulaic sequences to 

manipulate others (commands, requests etc) or to assert their individual or 

group identity (turn holders, ritual expressions, etc.) (Wray and Perkins 

2000, 13-18).   

According to Wray and Perkins (2000), Skehan (1998) and Sinclair 

(1991) formulaicity (memory-based processing – Skehan; idiom-principle – 

Sinclair) is the default setting for comprehension and production. Reliance 

on ready-to-use formulaic sequences allows native speakers to allocate 

analytic resources to “any difficulties, such as can be caused by a speaker’s 

thick accent or non-native grammar, background noise, dysfluency, poetry, 

word games and so on”(Wray & Perkins 2000, 13). Yet, in ELF, formulaicity 

seems to be discouraged as too culture-dependent feature of English that 

puts non-native users in a disadvantageous position.  

This can be illustrated by Pawley and Syder (1983) who concluded that 

 
If a language learner is to achieve nativelike control, then, he must learn not only  
a generative grammar as this term is usually understood – a set of rules specifying all 
and only the sentences of the language. In addition he needs to learn a means of 
knowing which of the well-formed sentences are nativelike – a way of distinguishing 
those usages that are normal or unmarked from those that are unnatural or highly 
marked. [….]The nature of the problem will be less obvious to those who have 
learned their language(s) by immersion in the speech community […] a member of 
this fortunate group somehow learns how to speak idiomatically at the same time 
as he acquires the ability to speak grammatically (1983: 194-195, emphasis added)15 

 
ELF cannot, however, be restricted to ‘language stripped bare’ 

(Meierkord in Seidlhofer 2002) when up to 80% of what one utters appears 

to be formulaic in nature (Altenberg in Wray 2000). The problem lies in  

the fact that “it is highly problematic to discuss aspects of global English, 

however critically, while, at the same time, passing native speaker 

judgement as to what is appropriate usage in ELF contexts” (Seidlhofer 

2001, 137).   

Research into ELF should involve studies of formulaic sequences 

typical for non-native communication.  

                                                
15 Recent studies of formulaic sequences in L2 discussed in Wray (2002) question 
immersion conditions being favourable, at least for adult learners.  
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There are grounds for supposing that formulaic sequences lend 

themselves to ELF learning. Formulaicity appears to be as beneficial for 

non-native users when it comes to efficiency or fluency as it is for native 

ones.  Nevertheless, it seems neglected in a foreign language classroom. 

One of the reasons being that “formulaicity is not a single phenomenon 

but rather a set of more or less closely related ones” (Wray 2000, 464), it 

is extremely difficult to be handled in a systematic way. Irujo’s point that 

“[formulaic sequences are] frequently omitted in the speech addressed to 

second language learners” (1986, 236 in Wray 2000, 468) may not suffice 

to explain the absence and/or incorrectness of formulaic sequences in 

non-native language use. It is more likely that they are taught 

inappropriately (Granger in Wray 2000, 464) with, if at all, the focus on 

meaning only. When or if learners attempt to produce formulas, they are 

often either incomplete or with incorrectly used articles, prepositions, etc. 

The outcome, thus, is far from being idiomatic and, at times, may lead to 

misunderstandings or even ridicule. On the other hand, some non-native 

users of English have mastered a number of ready-to-use phrases which 

allow them to sound fluent. Such phrases, however, might be sources of 

errors in language appropriateness or register. This being the case, it is 

not surprising that learners may neither appreciate nor trust formulas as 

soon as they are able to generate language on their own having mastered  

a seemingly finite set of rules.    
 

Conclusions 
 

When we consider the purposes non-native speakers use the language 

for, they will probably fall into three broad groups. Most people learn  

a foreign language to be able to communicate in everyday situations. Such            

a functional language, a language for tourists, as it can be dubbed called, 

focuses on getting a message across at all costs. Grammatical correctness, 

fluency and idiomaticity are not essential here. What is more, they may even 

hinder communication. The second group consists of people who need  

a foreign language for vocational purposes. Specialized vocabulary that gives 

access to international field literature is the priority here. Messages must be 

more than only communicative. There is no place for ambiguity.  Idiomatic 

expressions and cultural references might cause multimillion dollar loses. 

One of the features of formulaicity, is the fact that it gives language users  

the sense of belonging to the group that uses the language. For most non-

native speakers of English, it is not. The language is a means of acquiring  

a position, doing business or research or simply dealing with everyday 
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situations when abroad. Then the foreign language is not a symbol of 

cultural identity. A situation where a person from China and a person from 

Zanzibar has an informal chat about the weather is doubtful. So is the need 

of knowing that if something is ‘ten a penny’  it’s not valuable. Even 

Americans might have problems as they use a different expression here  

(a dime a dozen)16. On the other hand, most professions require a highly 

specialised language where fixed or semi-fixed expressions are inescapable. 

Any change or freer use may lead to a misunderstanding or cause ambiguity. 

The third group, which is just a fracture of an overall number of people 

learning a foreign language, want or need a near native-like control of  

the language – literature interpreters, philologists or linguists. For them, 

mastery of the language with its wealth of formulaicity of different sorts will 

be the ultimate goal. 

Formulaicity, however, is a very broad category covering different spectra 

of fixedness, frequency or transparency. If we limit it only to the most 

commonly recognised non-transparent fixed or semi-fixed idiomatic 

expressions, it becomes just a means that gives language users a sense of 

belonging to the group ELF might probably get by without. Nevertheless, if 

other aspects of formulaicity are confronted in a systematic and reasonable 

way, learners will benefit no matter whether they learn survival English, 

English as a lingua franca or just English. After all, the quality of 

communication may not depend on formulaicity as such but on its purpose 

and interlocutors involved. 
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Abstract 
 

The article describes briefly the emergence of English as a global language and  
a growing trend In English language teaching (ELT) to acknowledge English as a Lingua 
Franca (ELF) as a variety of English in its own right. Then the benefits of formulaicity for 
both native and non-native users of English are presented. Attention is drawn to noticing 
and explicit learning as means to a better quality of language production by/of non-native 
users of English. 
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VAGUENESS AS DISCOURSE STRATEGIES 
 
 

Philosophy, cognitive psychology and linguistic semantics treat  

the phenomenon of vagueness differently. The article aims to offer another 

“mode” or “perspective” of vagueness as a language phenomenon. Crucial 

for such perspective is the explicit awareness of the role of pragmatics in 

interpreting vagueness as discourse strategy. 

It might seem that clarity and precision are the very qualities that 

characterize effective, successful communication. It is not by chance that 

these language parameters constitute the famous maxims of speech 

pragmatics. The principle of cooperation, suggested by H.P. Grice in 1975, 

embraces speech characteristics, such as quantity (speech should be as 

informative as the situation demands, neither more nor less); quality (what 

the speaker says should be true – do not tell lies or what you really do not 

know); relevance (keep to the point, do not give way to distractions); 

manner (be precise and clear in your statements) (Grice 1975,41–58).  

The last feature presupposes avoiding ambiguity and vagueness. 

However, ambiguity and vagueness can also contribute to the 

effectiveness of communication. Limitations and rationing as well as 

imprecision and indefiniteness of information can make speech not only 

natural but also allow the speakers to express their thoughts and feeling 

more freely. In order to develop this argument further, vagueness as  

a phenomenon should be defined first. 

There is no general consensus among linguists concerning the nature of 

ambiguity and indefiniteness of many words, linguistic structures and 

models. Three basic notions are usually singled out: 

- ambiguity – as ambiguity of phrases which cannot be solved by 

immediate context (e.g. I saw a man with a telescope; I shot an elephant in 

pajamas); 

- generality – as words having a very general sense (e.g. friend, dog, etc. 

which might be of any size, age, sex); and finally 

- vagueness – as words which admit more than one interpretation in the 

case of possible double reference (e.g. Jim says to Bob that he is a handsome 

man). 
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S. Ullmann has emphasized that, if examined critically, the term 

vagueness itself is quite vague because all such cases, as those mentioned 

above, do not stem from one source – they are caused by different factors 

and manifest various aspects of language. Some of them pertain 

immediately to language, others reveal themselves only under special 

circumstances (Ullmann 1962:Semantics). Ullmann finds the reasons for 

language vagueness in: 

a) the generalized character of words which stand for generalized 

concepts; 

b) heterogeneous meanings of words – most meanings of words are 

context-dependent; 

c) absence of sharp boundaries between phenomena in the objective 

reality; 

d) lack of exact knowledge of what many words mean. 

At the same time, Max Black has pointed out that “Such linguistic 

disabilities as ambiguity, vagueness, the improper use of emotive language, 

defective definition, inadequate terminologies, reliance upon 

anthropomorphic metaphors, entanglement by verbal issues, serious as they 

are, are all in principle capable of correction” (Black 1968, 117). 

Characterizing vagueness of meaning, Black makes a basic statement: 
 

It should not be too hastily assumed that uncertainty of meaning … is always an 
evil. A case can be made in law, in diplomacy, and sometimes in everyday affairs, 
for leaving some discretion of interpretation to the immediate audience or to 
those who may subsequently need to rely upon the authority of the written word. 
And it is not too cynical to reflect that it is a function of language to conceal 
thought as well as to convey it. (Black 1968, 127) 

 

The above citations state and confirm the heterogeneous nature of 

vagueness that serves as a blanket term for different phenomena.  

The notion of vagueness gets different interpretation in philosophy, 

cognitive psychology and linguistic semantics. In philosophy vagueness is 

treated as an epistemic phenomenon, caused by imprecision or lack of 

knowledge (Sorensen 2001, 151; Williamson 1996, 72). In logic vagueness 

is mostly the attribute of many concepts and logical predicates which have 

no boundaries and which find no solution in the forms of classical logic 

(Lakoff 1973, 458 – 508; Fine 1975, 265 – 300; Kamp 1981, 225 - 227). In 

cognitive psychology, the interpretation of vagueness is connected with 

the solution of the problem of norms or standards of similarity which lie 

at the foundation of human ability to think in categories (Partee 1989, 

383 – 402; Hampton 2007, 355 - 383). Studies of vagueness in linguistic 
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semantics have demonstrated that language includes numerous 

subclasses of words and grammatical structures which render vagueness. 

Ambiguity, indefiniteness and generality, which all go under the term 

of vagueness, may not disrupt effective communication. This is due to 

several reasons. Firstly, vagueness as a language phenomenon happens to 

be quite limited (Lewis 1986, 40-43). Secondly, lexical indefiniteness (the 

indefiniteness of the words’ meanings) can actually facilitate the success 

of effective acts of communication (Van Deemter 2010, 47-51). And, 

finally, in language there exist semantic and pragmatic mechanisms of 

vagueness compensation whose nature, in accordance with the received 

precepts of pragmatic theory, is contextual and rooted in the immanent 

features of discourse. 

From the viewpoint of logic, vagueness is an inner quality of many 

concepts expressed lexically. In other words, many words by their nature 

render not clear-cut notions, but their boundaries can be vague. It is true of 

qualitative adjectives which can have degrees of comparison (yellow, green, 

bold, young, strong, clever, tall, etc.), nouns (heat, pile; verbs: walk, swim, 

fly, run); quantifiers (many, few, little, a number of, much, a great deal of); 

adverbs (clearly, quickly, slowly, amazingly); modifiers (completely, a bit, 

somewhat, quite, very). Even proper nouns, for instance geographical 

names, may exemplify vagueness as in: 

I live in New York. 

The answer if given in Paris or any other city in the USA is quite exact and 

contains no vagueness. But if the question “Where do you live?” is asked in 

New York the answer “I live in New York” sounds very vague. Does this 

mean that one lives in the very centre, in Manhattan, in some of its regions – 

Brooklyn, Quince, or in the suburbs? 

There arises a logical question, which is whether all language instruments 

are vague, indefinite, or is this the quality of only some parts of it? 

Answering the question, Bertrand Russell states that language has concepts 

with a clear-cut, definite meaning, for example – not, and, or, none (Russell 

1923, 85). At the same time, he notes that in discourse even these words 

start to acquire a certain vagueness and indefiniteness of meaning. For 

instance, the meaning of the words “true and false” depends, largely, on  

the interlocutors’ understanding and interpretation of the truth conditions 

that help them to define utterances as false or true. 

In his book Vagueness, Tolerance and Contextual Logic, H. Gaifman 

distinguishes two phenomena connected with the concept “vagueness” – 

tolerance and borderline vagueness; they both describe the qualities of 
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logical predicates (Gaifman 2010, 46). He interprets tolerance as non-

sensitivity of logical predicates to relatively small changes in objects (as in 

entities defined by predicates). For instance, a baby will stay being a baby 

after an hour or after two days but not after 10 years; a walk will stay               

a walk if to a mile one adds half a mile but not 40 or 100 miles. On the other 

hand, even small changes (in objects) lead in the final run to a new 

qualitative state of the logical predicate when it comes to its (own) negation 

or simply ceases to exist. In this way, H. Gaifman postulates an existence of 

borderline vagueness cases when it is not quite clear if a particular object 

should be named by this predicate or by its opposite (not a baby but  

an adult, not a walk, but a journey, etc.). Such cases can be classified as cases 

of semantic indefiniteness (non-determination). H. Gaifman’s theory 

restricts the concept of vagueness to borderline cases only. Here, 

indefiniteness constitutes vagueness as such. 

Tolerance as opposed to borderline cases and vagueness proper attains 

the status of a purely contextual phenomenon in this interpretation. Its 

essential feature is the capacity to ignore small, insignificant changes in 

logical predicates. This capacity to ignore small changes appears to be  

the contextual rule. In turn, the borderline vagueness cases as cases of 

semantic indefiniteness are mostly based on the shared assumptions of the 

interlocutors that some deviations in the use of logical predicates are 

naturally expected and mutually recognized. In other words, borderline 

cases make up a flexible mechanism of contextual interpretation of the 

meanings of lexical units within a given context. 

Building on H. Kamp’s (Kamp 1981, 225 – 227) distinction between 

vagueness and indefiniteness, S. Shapiro (Shapiro 2006, 37) brings to 

bear on F. Waismann’s concept of “open texture” (Waismann 1965, 122-

151). He supposes that the interlocutors themselves define the 

truthfulness of presuppositions which make up the basis of borderline 

cases because the latter directly depend on their subjective evaluation by 

the speakers. They are truthful to that degree to which the interlocutors 

them-selves find them truthful. In other words, if the interlocutor accepts 

the other speaker’s interpretation of the borderline case (s/he does not 

object to it as in the example: He is still a child in his 20 years), then this 

interpretation meets the criteria of truth value. This observation makes 

grounds for the rule: the listener initially recognizes the right of  

the speaker to interpret borderline cases as s/he likes and is initially 

ready to share his/ her interpretation no matter how far it deviates from 

commonly accepted standards. 
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One more case of contextual compensation of language vagueness is 

the use of adjectives in comparative degree. Comparative structures with 

adjectives can be regarded as a mechanism of vagueness reduction (Qui-

ne 1987,36 - 37). Qualitative adjectives that have degrees of comparison 

in their positive form have a very vague meaning: 
 

He is too young to stay at home alone. 
He is young enough to marry again. 
He is still young enough to take care of his grandsons. 

 

Comparative degrees of these adjectives considerably reduce the initial 

vagueness of such adjectives under the condition that the parameters of 

two entities which are being compared are known. For instance, if we know 

that John is 7 years old and Richard can lift 55 kg weight, then  

the sentences: John is two years older than Maurice and Richard is 

stronger than Jonathan – sound quite definite – Maurice is five years 

old and Jonathan can lift only 30 or 40 kg. weight. R. Keefe notes, 

however, that comparative structures can also have areas of vagueness 

when the precise characteristics of either of the two compared entities is 

either not known or the difference between the two is marginal (if the two 

boys were born on the same day, it is hard to say who is really older 

unless the hour of birth comes into play) (Keefe 2003, 6). 

 

Another kind of vagueness is realized in multidimensional adjectives such 

as clever or qualified. Their usage is connected with the vagueness generated 

by multidimensional adjectives/participles (clever – X can be cleverer than  

Y in one dimension; Y can be cleverer than Z in another dimension, and Z 

can be cleverer than X in the third dimension). The positive, initial form of 

such adjectives also renders more vague meanings than the comparative 

forms of these adjectives. The interpretation of this difference can also be 

found in C. Kennedy’s works who distinguishes implicit and explicit 

vagueness of adjectives (Kennedy 2005, 345-381). The positive form of  

the adjective has a zero morpheme which implicitly suggests a substantial 

difference with a comparative degree of this adjective, the latter conveying 

the difference which is always less pronounced. For instance, Nick is tall in 

comparison to Lucy – this is true only if the difference in height between 

them is considerable. If this difference happens to be only one centimeter, 

we can hardly say that Nick is tall in comparison to Lucy. 

H. Kamp (Kamp 1981, 225 - 227) describes another contextual 

mechanism of vagueness reduction. He examines the nature of qualitative 
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adjectives used in simple predicates, for instance – Jack is tall. He shows 

that the meanings of such adjectives directly depend on the context setting 

up a so-called cut-off point which is fairly precise. He illustrates it by the 

following example: Jumbo is a small elephant. It means that Jumbo is small 

for an elephant, but it does not mean in any way that Jumbo’s size is small. 

Jumbo will always be bigger than the biggest mouse. This example proves 

that in context each adjective is interpreted in reference to the class of 

objects being compared. Exactly for this reason the sentence “John is tall” 

can be supposed to be true (to have truth value) only provided that John is 

compared to the objects of his own class – not to buildings, animals, etc. – 

but people – Clive, Scott, Lucy, Richard, etc. 

Thus, much of language on the level of logic and semantics is vague, but 

there exist contextual mechanisms of vagueness reduction which enable 

the speakers to negotiate possible interpretation of meaning in order to 

make communication effective. This non-deliberate, natural (lying in  

the nature of language) vagueness of meaning and reference should be 

distinguished from the intentional, purposeful cases of vagueness in 

statements and utterances which belong to pragmatics. 

When I state that somebody has been tempering with my papers, I am far 

from being vague in my statement. I may simply happen to be in a situation 

when I cannot or would not like to say something in a more definite, more 

categorical form either for fear of offending someone (when I am not quite 

sure) or because I do not want to be too rude or harsh on somebody (I do not 

want to attack somebody in a direct way – that is, I want to be polite even 

when I accuse somebody of doing something bad to me). 

Such language features as generality, ambiguity, vagueness are usually 

fixed in the term vagueness, which serves as a blanket term. Vague language 

is applied as a rule in situations when the speaker does not want to (or is not 

able to) provide the listener with an exact type of information. In the case of 

inability, he either does not possess such information or has forgotten  

a particular word/term for it, or does not want do misinform the listener. In 

the case of the speaker’s unwillingness to be more definite and exact,  

the reason can be twofold: first – there is no necessity to be precise; second 

– the exact information would be out of place in a given context. 

The language repertoire of vagueness means is quite impressive. It usu-

ally includes: 

- Nouns, such as: thing, things, stuff, matter, bit; 

- Expressions of the type: stuff like that, kind of, sort of; 

- Suffix – ish: greenish, oldish, boyish, sheepish, mawkish; 
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- Word phrases of the type: a whats it, a whats it called, a thin gummy; 

- Adverbs: about, nearly, almost, approximately, roughly around so. 

The same vague language means can be classified in a different way – not 

on the basis of morphological features or part of speech identity (as above) 

but on the basis of their functions. In this case they are divided into list – 

completers – expressions which finish enumeration phrases (e.g. You have 

to ask a doctor or a lawyer or someone like that); placeholders – words and 

phrases which substitute the ones which the speaker either cannot bring 

back to his memory right now when speaking or sim-ply does not know (e.g. 

I need a thin gummy to weld them) and the expressions of approximate 

quantity (e.g. – Should we say around 5 or 6 o’clock?!). 

In our opinion all such cases should be distinguished from the intentional 

use of such language features as generality, ambiguity and vagueness. In 

fact, in all such cases the use of vague language can largely be explained as 

discourse strategy or strategies which are applied by the speakers in cases 

when they are not sure of something, somebody or want to distance 

themselves from somebody or something. The examples below illustrate 

such pragmatic factors as regulate the use of vague language: 

1. Where is your sister? – Out! “Out” sounds very vague, but in this case 

the speaker may not know the exact whereabouts of his sister and does not 

want to mislead the hearer. Therefore, he follows the maxim of quality: do 

not say what you do not know. 

2. He is about 190 centimeters high. Again, the speaker supplies  

the hearer with approximate data for the lack of exact information. 

3. A robin is a sort of bird. The speaker has enough knowledge to refer  

“a robin” to the class of birds, but at the same time, he shows his own 

awareness of where his knowledge ends. 

4. Well, er... I suppose, it was more or less out of place. The use of  

the phrase “more or less” helps to avoid certainty and serves the pragmatic 

aim, which is to level out unwanted emotions and conceal negative attitudes. 

5. How are you? – One mustn’t grumble. The use of the indefinite 

pronoun “one” has a generalizing and softening effect: it helps the person 

addressed to avoid being too personal by sounding general and polite. 

6. Just a minute. I’ll be back in a moment. The necessity to apologize for 

making somebody wait can be transformed into a half-excuse or a half-

request by understating the actual time of absence and making it, in fact, 

indefinite within an acceptable time frame (from 3-5 up to 15-20 minutes). 

Both the speaker and the addressee understand that in any case the wait 

time will take longer than a moment. In toning down the apology,  
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the speaker sounds matter-of-fact, albeit light-hearted. The speaker thus 

saves face by not giving promises which ca be difficult to keep (as in: I’ll be 

back in 4 minutes). 

An analysis of such examples allows us to postulate that the maxim of 

quality systematically calls for the use of “vague language”. It does not mean, 

however, that the maxim of quality is the only pragmatic regulator of 

vagueness. Another powerful factor is the principle of politeness which  

J. Leech presents in the form of politeness maxims such as tact, generosity, 

approbation, modesty, agreement, sympathy (Leech 1983, 131-149). 

The indefiniteness of the answer can be a manifestation /exercise of tact, 

politeness. Thus, while answering the question: “Is she in now?”, the phrase 

“I do not know” might sound as a rude one, as a refusal to cooperate (I do 

not know and don’t you ask me). The answer “Probably not” sounds vague 

but is much more polite because it can be read /interpreted as “It is more 

likely that she is not in, but I am not quite sure about it.” 

When addressing the interlocutor with a phrase “I’ve got a bit of  

a problem”, we delicately prepare him for yielding to our request, hinting 

that for him it will not be much of a problem. Both these examples vividly 

illustrate such typical functions of vague language as diminishing or 

minimizing the effect of the utterance which might be potentially 

threatening to his public image. 

One more function of “vague language” as discourse strategy can be  

the expression of solidarity and friendly familiarity. In close collectives or 

groups of professionals who have been working together for a long time, 

members of such groups are quick in the uptake. All they need to 

understand one another is just an indirect reference or a slight hint at  

a problem, an object, or a thing, so long as all members of the group share 

exhaustive information on these issues. 

A. Koester also states that vague language as discourse strategy may be 

observed during a job-interviewing process. Communication between  

the interviewer and the interviewed is built on “generality and 

indefiniteness”, and even vagueness of the answers. A demand for precise 

and complete answers might turn the interview into interrogation, thus 

ruining the positive atmosphere and leaving no chances for the interviewed 

to express his/her beliefs, hopes, doubts and wishes (Koester 2007, 40-61). 

A detailed analysis of numerous examples of vague language use as cases 

of pragmatic force allows us to single out the following discourse strategies:  

- limiting information; 

- withdrawing and withholding information (not giving full information 
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for reasons of tact, politeness); 

- compensating the absence of the knowledge of the terms in professional 

communication; 

- compensating in cases when exact physical parameters (weight, 

distance, volume, color, density, etc.) are not known; 

- face-saving (making the utterance sound less categorical and thus 

limiting the responsibility for everything said); 

- politeness (as a general strategy of cooperation in communication). 

The analysis provided makes it possible to assume that the vagueness of 

words, the vagueness of logical predicates as well as the vagueness of 

reference are essential features of language signs, units which are by 

definition abstract and due to this vague. This vagueness is naturally and 

easily resolved in any successful act of communication. In fact, this 

resolution is a prime condition of such success, without it any 

communication act would not be possible. This kind of vagueness as 

language vagueness should be discriminated from the pragmatic vagueness 

of utterances when vague-ness serves as a means of reaching some 

pragmatic aim in the frames of various discourse strategies. 
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Abstract 
 

Language signs are abstract and therefore vague. Vagueness as a language 
phenomenon can be observed and analysed on different levels - morphological, semantic, 
on the level of logical predicates, on the level of sub-classes and classes of words. Such 
vagueness is usually resolved in a context where language signs go through the processes 
of coding –decoding and meaning negotiation in speech acts. This kind of vagueness as 
language vagueness should be discriminated from the pragmatic vagueness of utterances 
when vagueness serves as a means of reaching some pragmatic aim in the frames of 
various discourse strategies. 
 
Keywords: vagueness, maxims of pragmatics, logical predicates, reference, discourse 
strategies, perlocution. 
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ON VERB VALENCY AND THE ANTIPASSIVE 
CONSTRUCTION IN THE POLISH LANGUAGE 

 

Introduction 
 

This article starts with the presentation of the verb valency theory and 

enumerates different types of valency changing operations across languages. 

Then, the second section focuses on the antipassive phenomena both in 

ergative and accusative languages, as nowadays there are voices among 

linguists that advocate the presence of this structure not only in the former 

but also in the latter language group. After having introduced necessary 

theoretical background i.e. the notion of verb valency and antipassive as one 

of valency reducing operation, the article analyses various types of 

the antipassive construction in the Polish language based on the examples 

from the National Corpus of Polish (henceforth the NKJP). The final section 

contains conclusions and suggestions for further research. 

 
1. Verb valency and the antipassive construction 

 
The term valency, which was introduced in 1868, originally pertained 

to the field of chemistry and as Encyclopaedia Britannica states  

 
valency (or valence) is the property of an element that determines the number of 
other atoms with which an atom of the element can combine. The term isused to 
express both the power of the combination of an element in general and 
the numerical value of the power of combination. (Encyclopaedia Britannica 
Online) 

 

As far as linguistic application is concerned, the verb valency theory was 

proposed in 1965 by a French linguist Lucien Tesnière in “Eléments de 

syntaxe structural”, where he developed his Dependency Grammar. The next 

important step in this field was made three years later by German linguists 

Helbig and Schenkel who published their valency dictionary of German 

verbs (Helbig and Schenkel 1968). Research concerning the phenomena in 

the English language followed; well-established research include this 

conducted by Emons (1974, 1978), Allerton (1982) and Herbst (1983, 1999). 

Valency was also of interest to Dixon and Aikhenvald (2000). 

As far as the definition of the notion of the term in linguistics is 
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concerned, according to Tesnière, the valence of a given lexical item is its 

inherent relationality that allows it to govern a particular number of 

arguments of a particular type (Tesnière, 1965 after Haspelmath and Mül-

ler-Bradley 2004, 1). As in most languages the major type of clauses consists 

of a predicate and a variable number of predicate arguments and 

the predicate most frequently has a verb as its head, it is the verb that is 

attributed a central role in the valency theory. Consequently, it is  

the element that determines the number of other elements occurring in 

a sentence and the one that has the most diverse and interesting valence 

patterns. Still, this kind of dependency may be exhibited, to a lesser extent, 

by adjectives and nouns. In line with Tesnière’s theory, two types of 

dependents for verbs may be distinguished i.e. actants and circonstants. 

The former (also called elaborators, arguments, core arguments or 

complements) are valency-relevant elements and the latter (also called 

adjuncts, peripheral arguments or free adverbials) are universally available 

(cf. Allerton 2006, Dixon & Aikhenvald 2000). As it may be expected, from 

the structural perspective arguments are elements that are indispensable in 

a sentence and in their absence the sentence will become incomprehensible 

and ungrammatical, whereas adjuncts complete or add extra meaning to 

a sentence and are structurally optional elements that may be deleted 

without affecting the meaning or well-formedness of an utterance. From 

the semantic point of view, arguments represent participants, while 

adjuncts relate to incidental details. The occurrence of arguments depends 

on a given lexical element; in analysis that follows it will be a verb.  

Some linguists advocate the holistic approach to valency that takes into 

consideration syntactic, semantic and discourse-pragmatic aspects. Such 

an approach makes it possible to account for semantic motivation of valency 

and its necessary partial conventionalization in terms of grammar relations 

(cf. Dixon & Aikhenvald 2000, 6).    

The following example illustrates how the concept of arguments and 

adjuncts operate in an utterance. 

(1) a. Yesterday she bought a coat in the nearby shopping centre. 

b. *Yesterday bought a coat in the nearby shopping centre. 

c. *Yesterday she bought in the nearby shopping centre. 

d. *Yesterday bought in the nearby shopping centre. 

e. She bought a coat in the nearby shopping centre. 

f. Yesterday she bought a coat 

f. She bought a coat. 

In sentence (1) ‘she’ and ‘a coat’ perform the function of arguments 
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because deleting one or both results in an ill-formed utterance as in (1b), 

(1c) and (1d). The specific set and number of required arguments 

depends on a given verb, which is a governing item. The remaining 

elements i.e. ‘yesterday’ and ‘in the nearby shopping centre’ are adjuncts 

and as it may be expected sentences (1e) and (1f), where the adjuncts are 

left out, are completely grammatical, comprehensible and acceptable. 

The notion of valency should be distinguished from transitivity. As far 

as transitivity is concerned there are two universal clause types i.e. 

a. intransitive clause, where an intransitive verb is accompanied by 

a single core argument which is in S (intransitive subject) function; 

b. transitive clause, where a transitive predicate is accompanied by 

two core arguments which are in A (transitive subject) and O 

(transitive object) functions. 

These two basic types may occur as their plain or extended subtypes; 

the former when E (extension to core) is not present in the core and  

the latter when it is present. Valency, on the other hand, relates to the 

number of core arguments and we can distinguish monovalent clauses 

(with one argument), bivalent or trivalent ones having two or three 

arguments, respectively (Dixon and Aikhenvald 2000, 3-4). 

Verbs, which are the focal point in valency studies, can be classified in 

line with the clause type they may occur in and thus in the majority of 

languages a typical verb pattern will fall into one of the following three 

classes: 

a. strictly intransitive verbs that occur only in an intransitive clause 

e.g. English verbs: rise, arrive or Polish verbs: rosnąć, przybyć; 

b. strictly transitive verbs that occur only in a transitive clause e.g. 

English verbs: like, recognize or Polish verbs: lubić, rozpoznać; 

c. ambitransitive (labile) verbs that may occur in either a transitive 

or an intransitive clause; these can be divided into two subclasses 

i.e. agentive ambitransitives, where S=A, e.g. follow, win and 

patientive ambitransitives, where S=O e.g. melt, trip (Dixon and 

Aikhenvald 2000,4-5). 

The issue that is investigated in more detail in this article is alternations 

in valence patterns of the verb. Some of them may be the result of 

a morphological derivation, others occur as some verbs may have alternate 

valence patterns without any change in their formal composition (compare 

English verbs with Dative shift e.g. give sb sth or give sth to sb, send sb sth 

or send sth to sb). As English is an accusative language, the valence changing 

morphology will not be of great importance in the analysis of this language. 
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Yet, it is fully-operational in ergative languages and it may be attested in 

some accusative languages such as Russian.  

Basically, verbal derivations may increase or decrease the number of core 

arguments, or the number of core arguments may remain unchanged but 

their semantic roles are altered.  

As far as valency increasing operations are concerned, there are two types 

of operations i.e. causative and applicative. Whereas, valency reducing 

operations include: passive, anticausative, antipassive, reflexive and 

reciprocal and, last but not least, middle (see Dixonand Aikhenvald 2000, 7-

13).  

As it is not the aim of this article to discuss all types of valency increasing 

and decreasing operation, we will move on to one specific type of the arity 

operations i.e. antipassivization, which is a valence changing operation that 

was originally recognized in and closely associated with ergative languages. 

The history of research in the antipassive phenomenon is relatively new as 

the term itself is credited to Martin Silverstein, who was to introduce 

antipassive into the field of linguistics in 1960s in connection with his 

research on Chinook (cf. Rijk 2002). Yet, Rijk (2002) argues that these were 

the Russian researchers who were the first to inquire this linguistic 

phenomenon in Caucasian languages as early as before the World War II. 

Polish linguists also made their contribution, as Jerzy Kuryłowicz, 

recognised constructions of the antipassive type in his studies in 1946 

although he did not use the term itself (Janic 2013, 17-18).  

The linguistic literature provides several definitions of the term. To give  

a brief overview, the paper will present the ones by Silverstein (1976), Dixon 

& Aikhenwald (2000) and Polinsky (2005). 

Here is the definition of antipassive offered by Silverstein: 
 

Ergative systems have analogous construction; here termed the antipasssive […]. 
The “unique” case here is the ergative, coding the unique function of the direct 
transitive agent (A), and in antipassive forms the transitive agent is expressed by 
a surface absolutive (or nominative) case-marking, the verb has a change of 
voice, with a special mark, the transitive object (normally coded by surface 
absolutive case) appearing at most facultatively in some oblique, adverbial case-
marking. (Silverstein 1976, 140-142) 

 

Based on similar assumptions, a more contemporary definition of this 

arity operation provided by Polinsky also implies that the patient-like 

object is either totally erased from the sentence structure or moved to 

an oblique position: 
 

An antipassive construction is a derived detransitivized construction with a two-
place predicate, related to a corresponding transitive construction whose 
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predicate is the same lexical item. In the basic transitive construction, the patient 
like argument is realized as a direct object; in the antipassive construction, that 
argument is either suppressed (left implicit) or realized as an oblique 
complement. (Polinsky 2005, 438) 

  
As Janic (2013, 19) observed, by not linking directly the antipassive 

construction and the type of alignment, Polinsky makes it possible for  

the antipassive phenomenon to be recognized in more languages. Moreover, 

a wider range of structures can be classified as displaying formal 

characteristics of the antipassive. 

Finally, the antipassive construction, according to Dixon and 

Aikhenvald, bears the following features: 

 
(a) Antipassive applies to an underlying transitive clause and forms 
a derived intransitive. 
(b) The underlying A becomes S of the antipassive. 
(c) The underlying O argument goes into a peripheral function, being 
 marked by a non-core case, adposition, etc; this argument can be  omitted, 
although there is always an option of including it. 
(d) There is some explicit formal marking of an antipassive construction 
(some basic possibilities as for passive). (Dixon and Aikhenvald 2000, 9) 

 
 Interestingly, all of the above mentioned definitions draw attention to 

the morphosyntactic aspects connected with the realization of this linguistic 

phenomenon. However, as Cooreman (1994, 50) argues “the antipassive 

[…] occurs along with ergative constructions as a morphosyntactic 

alternation for the same transitive proposition”, being its synonym; so it 

seems that in the view presented by Cooreman the antipassivisation may be 

flagged just by a reorganization of the agreement pattern of the verb or 

a change in the case marking  construction and not necessarily by marking 

this arity operation on the verb.     

Summing up, the basic concept of antipassive may be expressed by  

the schema below (after Herslund 1997, 77): 

 
Antipassive: Agent  V  Patient 
       
       
 

        Subject  V  Ø / oblique  
 

It can clearly be seen that the concentration is on the Agent, while  

the Patient is demoted; either because it is non-specific or unidentifiable, or 

it is obvious and as a result it may not be mentioned at all. Alternatively, 

the patient may be expressed, but it is regarded as not affected or only 

marginally affected by the agent’s activity (Herslund 1997, 77-78). 
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2. Antipassive in ergative and accusative languages 

 

Antipassive, regarded as a valency reducing operation, was initially 

studied in relation to ergative, often exotic, languages such as Austronesian 

Chinook or Tagalog. For quite a long time linguists seemed to make  

a dichotomic division between accusative languages supposed to have 

passive structures and ergative ones where the antipassive occurs (see 

Silverstein 1976 and Cooreman 1994). The suggested correspondence 

between passive in accusative languages and antipassive in ergative 

languages, as a mirror image of each other, may put aside an important 

question of a semantic effect of the two structures. It should be noted here 

that this effect is rather different as agentless passive focuses on results of 

an action, downgrading the agent, whereas the patientless antipassive 

concentrates on the action itself (demoting the patient) (Dixon and 

Aikhenvald 2000, 9). Although at first the antipassive phenomena was 

credited solely to ergative language by most linguists working in this field 

(Heath 1976 is believed to be the first to consider the possibility of 

occurrence of antipassive in accusative languages), finally, it has been 

accepted that the antipassive phenomenon may also be present and 

productive, at least to a certain extent, in accusative languages such as 

Slavonic or Romance ones (cf. Janic 2013,Medova 2009 and Polinsky 2005).  

In ergative languages the antipassive is usually realized on  

the morphosyntactic plane by modification of the morphological code of  

the agent, which changes case from ergative to absolutive, or by adding  

an appropriate suffix to the verb. The example below is taken from Dyirbal 

(Dixon 1972, 130) 

(2) a. balan dyugembil       banggul    yaranggu       balgan. 

there ABS woman ABS  there ERG  man ERGhit PRES/PAST 

 O  (ABS)     A  (ERG) VTR 

Man hit woman. 

b. bagun   dyugumbilgu bayi        yara balgalnganyu. 

there DAT  woman DAT   there ABS   man ABS    hit.ngay   PRES/PST 

O  (OBL)       A   (ABS)  VINTR 

Man hit woman. 

As Cooreman argues (1994,50) antipassive, which as she claimed is 

typical of ergative languages, is just another morphosyntactic proposition 

for the same transitive alternative. As can be noticed in the example above, 

an antipassive suffix ngay has been added to the transitive verbal root in 

(1b) and the entire predicate has now intransitive tense markers, which 
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are normally used for intransitive roots. The Agent marking changes from 

ergative as it was in (1a) to absolutive and the object marking changes 

from absolutive to oblique dative.   

This morphosyntactic realization makes antipassive clearly visible in 

the ergative alignment, while in accusative languages the antipassive 

derivation does not cause any changes in the morphological characteristics 

of the agent, which retains its nominative case (2b), and as a result, it may 

seem less visible. 

(3) a. Marek  bije   dzieci. 

Marek NOM.SG  fight PRS. 3SG children ACC.PL 

‘Marek fights with other children.’ 

  b. Marek  bije   się. 

Marek NOM. SG  fight PRS. 3SG  SIE 

‘Marek fights with other children.’ 

As the antipassive is a valency reducing operation, resulting in the 

reduction of the number of arguments a given verb may take, the change or 

no change in the morphological characteristics of the agent cannot be 

the sole basis on which the construction may be recognized. In accusative 

languages this valency operation may be lexically determined, instead of 

being a systematic grammatical feature as is the case for ergative languages, 

e.g. in the case of the Polish language it is a polysemic marker się which may 

signal the antipassive construction. The effect is that these alternations also 

exhibit antipassive feature, i.e. the marginalization of the Patient,  

the following suppression of the object relation and consequently, 

the creation of an intransitive clause (Herslund 1997, 79-80).   

Still, it should be added that the original intensified research interest 

focusing on ergative languages was grounded, as antipassive phenomenon is 

much more common and more productive in these languages than in 

accusative ones, where it may be limited to a relatively small set of verbs and 

its productivity may also be constrained. 

 
3. Polish language: antipassive and its types 

 
Although, originally, it was believed that antipassive was linked with  

the ergative alignment, there are linguists who argue that this construction 

is also present in some languages with the accusative alignment.  

The accusative languages exhibiting the antipassive feature include those 

from Romance and Slavonic groups e.g. French and Polish, respectively.  

In both languages the antipassive construction is flagged by the polysemic 
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marker SE/SIĘ, which may also be used to signal reciprocal or reflexive 

meaning in an utterance.  

The typology of the antipassive presented below concerns the use of this 

construction in Polish and is based on the description offered by Janic 

(2013). The majority of the examples that follows is taken from 

the National Corpus of Polish. 

 
3.1. Absolutive antipassive 

 
The first type of the absolutive antipassive construction, i.e.  

the absolutive antipassive with an undetermined object, is limited to 

the group of the so-called aggressive verbs or at least the verbs that can 

be interpreted in such a manner and to verbs expressing affection  

(the last two in Table 1 below). 

 
kopać kick szczypać pinch 
pchać push przezywać call sb names 
bić fight drażnić tease 
drapać scratch chlapać splash 
gryźć bite obejmować  embrace 
pluć spit całować kiss 

 
Table 1 

 

In this use of the antipassive the object is totally erased and is either 

considered to be unimportant or refers to other people in general, and 

the construction itself gives a habitual or generic reading. At the same 

time, in the majority of cases the subject in this type of the absolutive 

antipassive construction needs to bear [+animated/+human] feature as 

in (3). The subject [-animated] feature is extremely rare as in (4) and 

the [+animated/-human] feature combination is not permitted at all in 

the Polish language (Janic2013,132).  

(4) Podłoga się klei. (Janic 2013, 145) 

floor SG.F.NOM. in kitchen SG.INS. SIE stick 3SG.PRES.  

‘The floor in the kitchen is sticky.’ 

lit. ‘The floor in the kitchen sticks itself.’ 

The [+animated/-human] subject used with an aggressive verb and się 

yields to a reflexive interpretation in Polish (5). Yet it is perfectly accep-

table in antipassive in other Slavonic languages, for example Russian; see 

(6)   after Say (2005, 427). 

(5) Pies się gryzie. [KM] 
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dog SG.M.NOM. SIE bite 3SG.PRES. 

‘The dog bites/ is biting itself.” 

(6) Sobaka kusajet-sja. (Say 2005, 427) 

dog bites-SJA 

‘The dog bites (is a biter).’ 

The analysis of examples provided by the NKJP reveals that although 

the aggressive verbs semantically constitute a relatively homogenous class, 

they do not behave in the same way as far as their antipassive use or, 

more generally speaking, their use with the clitic się is concerned. 

The verbs such as kopać, bić, szczypać, przezywaćand pchać may be 

used in the absolutive antipassive construction but this kind of usage 

seems to be restricted to childish language (all verbs but pchać ’push’) 

and situations when a child is accusing their mates of bad behavior or 

complaining about it. Moreover, they yield to antipassive interpretation 

when the subject is singular, while in the case of a plural subject  

the interpretation will be reciprocal in most of the contexts.  

(7) Proszę  Pani,  a on    się  bije. (NKJP) 

Excuse me madame but he      SG.M.NOM. SIE     fight 3SG. PRES. 

Excuse me, Madame, he is fighting (other children) 

(8) Kto   się   przezywa,  sam   się    tak nazywa.(NKJP) 

Who SIE call names 3SG.PRES.himself SIE such call 3SG.PRES. 

Who calls others names is called such names himself. 

(9) Czego  się   pchasz? (NKJP) 

Why SIE push 2SG.PRES 

Why are you pushing other people? 

From the author’s own observations, it seems that verbs kopać and 

szczypać may also be used in the same way as bić, although such uses are 

not attested in the NKJP. 

Się in the sample sentences above means other children/other people 

and the interpretation of the sentences is only antipassive, the reflexive 

meaning is excluded here. However, the interpretation is not the same for 

the verbs drapać and gryźć when used with the clitic się, as they indicate 

a reflexive or reciprocal meaning. Furthermore, the verb gryźć, when used 

with the clitic sięand the plural subject is interpreted in a reciprocal 

manner, while when used with other persons, it may change its meaning 

to a more figurative one, where gryźć się means to worry. 

Similarly, the verb pluć się can be interpreted as a reciprocal one or in 

a non-literal sense, when it means to shout, to be annoyed by sth. 

Therefore, it may be concluded that verbs drapać, gryźć and pluć cannot 
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be used in an antipassive construction in the same manner as verbs bić, 

kopać or przezywać are.   

Depending on the context chlapać się may be interpreted threefold: as 

an action directed at the agent, as a reciprocal action or as an aggressive 

behaviour, i.e. splashing others [with water]: 

(10)  Michał  chlapał  się  w wodzie,  

Michał SG.M.NOM.       splash 3SG.PST. SIE in    water SG.F.INS. 

a my    opalałyśmy się  na kocu. (REFL) (NKJP) 

and we sunbathe 1PL.PST. SIE  on blanket SG.M.LOC. 

(11)  Ktoś  tam  już  się  chlapie. (REFL/RECIP) (NKJP) 

Someone SG.M.NOM. there already SIE splash 3SG.PRES. 

Someone is already splashing around there. 

(12)  Wszyscy biegali  z kąta w kąt, 

Everybody PL.NOM. run 3PL.PST. back and forth,  

chlapali  się  wodą. (RECIP) (NKJP) 

splash 3PL.PST. SIE water PL.F.INS. 

Everybody was running back and forth, (they were) splashing water. 

(13)  Proszę   Pani,     a  ona  się  chlapie!AP. 

Excuse me madam       but she SG.F.NOM.    SIE    splash 3SG.PRES. 

Excuse me, Madam, but she is splashing other children with water! 

As far as verb drażnić (tease sb) is concerned, when used with  

the clitic się, it has an antipassive meaning (14). It seems that it may be 

used reciprocally (15), however, with the change in meaning (here: 

drażnić się means irritate each other). 

(14)   Dziadek    drażni  się   

Grandfather SG.M.NOM. tease 3SG.PRES. SIE  

z  nią. (AP) (NKJP)  

with she SG.F.LOC. 

The grandfather is teasing her. 

(15)   Proszę, nawet  drażnimy się  jednakowo.(RECIP) (NKJP) 

well even  we PL.NOM. tease 1PL.PRES.SIE the same 

Well, we even tease each other in the same way. 

The second category of verbs used in absolutive antipassive 

construction, according to Janic (2013, 139), i.e. verbs of showing 

affection, seems to be rather reciprocal in meaning when used with 

the clitic się in place of an object (16) and (17).  

(16) Ludzie obejmują się i płaczą.(RECIP) (NKJP) 

People are embracing each other and crying. 

(17) Pod jemiołą zakochani całują się.(RECIP) (NKJP) 
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Lovers kiss each other under the mistletoe. 

Within the absolutive antipassive construction category Janic (2013, 

150) also distinguishes the absolutive antipassive with a default object of 

type 11 and the absolutive antipassive with default object of type 22.  

The former is an intransitive construction which does not modify the roles 

attributed to arguments but the object may be omitted as the semantic 

relationship between the transitive verb and the object is fixed to such  

an extent that it may easily be recreated independent of the context.  

(18) a) Kura   niesie  jajka. (Janic 2013, 151) 

Hen SG.F.NOM. lay 3SG.PRES. eggs PL.N.ACC. 

The hen lays eggs. 

b) Kura   niesie   się. 

 Hen SG.F.NOM. lay 3SG.PRES. SIE 

 The hen lays (eggs). 

As Janic (2013, 151) suggests in this example, and in other ones she 

provides from the Russian language, there may be a possessive 

relationship between the agent and the default object. However, as she 

claims it is not an indispensable feature in this type of antipassive 

construction, as may be seen from (19) (Janic 2013, 154). 

(19) a) Nie  mogę   wyjść,   zatrzasnąłem  drzwi. 

NEG  can 1SG.PRES.  leave INF.   lock 1SG.M.PST.   door PL.ACC. 

I can’t leave I locked the door. 

b) Nie  mogę   wyjść,   zatrzasnąłem   się.  

 NEG I SG.NOM.  can  1SG.PRES.  leave  INF.lock1 SG.M.PST.  SIE 

 I can’t leave, I locked myself in. 

In the analysed typology there is also absolutive antipassive with 

default object type 2 where there is also a semantic relationship between 

the verb and the object, like in type 1, but in this case it is highly context-

dependent and the meaning cannot be interpreted outside the context 

(Janic 2013, 158). 

(20) Pójdę  się     rozliczyć3.  

go 1SG.FUT. SIE settle INF. 

I’ll go to settle [the bill]. (a conversation in a restaurant) 

(21) Najpierw  ludzie    budowali      się    

At first people PL.NOM. build 3PL.PST.  SIE  

w południowych  dzielnicach.  (NKJP) 

                                                
1 l’antipassive absolutif á objet sous-entendu de type 1 
2 l’antipassive absolutif á objet sous-entendu de type 2 
3 (20) is author’s own example [KM]. 



K. Mroczyńska 

114 

in southern    district PL.F.LOC. 

At first, people built (their houses) in southern districts. 

As for Polish constructions of this type, the subject should have 

[+animated, +human] features and the structure itself seems to berelatively 

unproductive. 

 
a. Antipassive with the object demoted to an oblique 

position 
 

The second main type of antipassive construction that can be observed in 

Slavonic languages, also in the Polish language, is characterized by demotion 

of the verb object into an oblique position. The verbs that may be used in 

this type of derivation do not form a homogenous semantic class and they 

include: rzucać (throw), kopać (dig), (u)chwycić (take hold), pytać (ask) and 

the excess consumption verbs such as opić się (overindulge) (Janic 2013, 

160). 

(22) a) Pytam    mężczyznę   

ask 1SG.PRES. man SG.M.ACC.  

o  drogę   do  parkingu. 

About way SG.F.ACC. to car park SG.M.GEN. 

I ask a man the way to the car park.  

b) Pytam  się   mężczyzny    o    drogę   

ask 1SG.PRES.     SIE    man SG.M.GEN. about way SG.F.ACC. 

do parkingu. 

to car park SG.M.GEN. 

This type of derivation shifts the attention to the agent and its activity and 

away from the object. The demotion of the object does not affect semantic 

roles of the argument but it changes the discursive perspective and 

the syntactic transitivity of the phrase (Janic 2013, 166). 

Despite the change of the communication axis, the semantic roles of 

the arguments are not modified (in all cases but the excessive consumption 

verbs, where the alteration modifies the semantic properties of arguments). 

(23) a) Dziecko   piło    wodę4. 

child SG.N.NOM.     drink 3SG.PST.IMPERF.     water SG.F.ACC. 

The child was drinking water. 

b) Dziecko   opiło   się   wodą. 

 child SG.N.NOM. drink 3SG.PST.PERF. SIE water SG.F.LOC. 

The child has drunk too much water/a lot of water. 

                                                
4 Example (23) after Janic (2013:166), English translation[KM] 
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As the examples above indicate the excessive consumption verbs do 

not exactly fit into the definition of the prototypical antipassive where 

the action is unidirectional and is directed to the patient not affecting 

the agent; here the agent is also affected as the child had a lot or too 

much to drink. 

 
Conclusions 

 
Valency as a linguistic theory seems to be an effective tool to put under 

scrutiny the relations between various arguments in a clause irrespective of 

the language alignment, as in both ergative and accusative languages various 

valency operations occur. Some of the operations seem to be limited to 

a certain alignment. However, with more studies published in this field, 

a need may arise to review previously heralded opinions, as it was the case of 

the correspondence of passive to the accusative alignment and antipassive to 

the ergative one. In the light of more recent research, it turns out that there 

are languages of both alignments where passive as well as antipassive are 

attested (see Lazard 1985, Polinsky 2005). 

 Having reviewed the classification proposed by Janic and  

the examples provided by the NKJP, it may be noted that the use of the clitic 

się in the Polish language may not always indicate the missing patientive 

object and the antipassive structure. Even when the verbs seem to fall into 

the same semantic class, as is the case of aggressive verbs, they may not be 

interpreted in the same manner when use with the clitic się. This may be 

linked to the fact that the gramaticalization process seems to be in progress 

as some of the verbs used with się allow antipassive and reflexive 

interpretation while others seem to be limited to reflexive readings. 

 The next group that was discussed i.e. absolutive antipassive with 

default object of type 1 forms a limited, relatively unproductive group in 

the Polish language; here the antipassive derivation seems to be undoubted 

for (15), however facial feature verbs and body care verbs mentioned by 

Janic (2013, 154) seem to display reciprocal features. As far as absolutive 

antipassive with a default object of type 2 is concerned, the derivations 

presented in 4.1 seem to fit into an antipassive structure. Not unlike other 

types of the antipassive constructions, the antipassive with default object of 

type 2 also seems to be limited to a fairly small set of verbs, in this case 

the verbs do not fall into any homogeneous class. Yet this type of structure 

may be far more productive than the absolutive antipassive or  

the antipassive with default object of type 1. Based on the examples provided 
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by the NKJP we can judge that the antipassive with default object of type 2 is 

typical of colloquial or even substandard speech. These forms may not be 

registered in dictionaries, but we can draw a generalization that utterances 

of this type are not errors. However, they are highly context-dependent. 

 Different behaviour of verbs when used with the clitic się may be 

attributed to the polysemic nature and the multiple functions this word may 

perform, which may range from reflexive/reciprocal through anticausative, 

middle voice, passive, antipassive to involuntary state się constructions. 

The ambiguity between the reflexive/reciprocal and antipassive readings of 

constructions, which are the main interest of this article, may be the result of 

a still incomplete process of gramaticalization of the antipassive 

construction in the Polish language (see Janic 2011, 2014). 

As it seems that the antipassive construction in the Polish language has 

not been analysed in detail, further research could concentrate on a more in-

depth analysis of the data collected in the National Corpus of Polish, as 

the lists of verbs undergoing antipassivization process quoted in this article 

may not be exhaustive. 

Abbreviations 
 
A.  agent  

ABS.  absolutive  

ACC.  accusative 

AP.   antipassive 

DAT.  dative 

ERG.  ergative 

F.  feminine 

FUT.  future tense 

IMP.  imperative 

IMPERF. imperfective 

LOC.  locative 

M.  masculine 

N.  neuter 

NEG.  negation 

NOM.   nominative 

O.  object 

OBL.  oblique 

PERF.  perfective 

PL.  plural 

PRES.  present tense 
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PST.  past tense 

REFL.  reflexive 

S.  subject 

SG.  singular 

V.  verb 

VTR.  transitive verb 

VINTR. intransitive verb 
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Abstract 

 
This paper presents the verb valency theory and enumerates different types of valency 

changing operations. Then, it moves on to the antipassive phenomena, presenting them 
both across ergative and accusative languages. This approach is in line with relatively 
recent voices among linguists that advocate the presence of this structure not only in 
the ergative but also in the accusative language group. After having introduced necessary 
theoretical background i.e. the notion of verb valency and antipassive as one of valency 
reducing operation, the paper analyses various types of the antipassive construction in 
the Polish language based on the examples from the National Corpus of Polish. It closes 
with conclusions and suggestions for further research 
 
Keywords: antipassive, syntax, valency, verb 
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INTERDISCIPLINARY PROFESSIONAL 
DICTIONARY – DEFINITION, STRUCTURE, 

TYPOLOGY AND APPLICABILITY 
 

Introduction 
 

As works bringing together and explaining words and phrases in                  

a given language or a number of languages, dictionaries seem to have 

accompanied human beings for centuries in their wish to facilitate 

communication and the understanding of various issues. The wide variety of 

human actions is probably why a single type of dictionary turned out to be 

insufficient. An interdisciplinary professional dictionary, or IPD, is hence  

a response to some of the requirements of contemporary professional needs. 

The purpose of the paper is to present an IPD, a dictionary depicting  

a specific type of terminological system, its structure, typology and 

applicability.  

 
1. Terminological system and dictionary types 

 
Before explaining what an interdisciplinary professional dictionary is, it is 

worth introducing a few concepts related to terminological systems as  

a whole. A terminological system is understood here in the way proposed by 

Lukszyn (2005, 122) - as a terminological lexicon organised according to 

formal, conceptual and semantic parameters. A terminological system 

reflects the level of knowledge of a given language community and thus is 

subject to the same divisions and categorisation as that human knowledge 

itself. What is worth noting here is that the said categorisation is very much 

subjective, despite being to some extent conventionalised1. As Potapova and 

Philippova say, “[c]ategories form systems which are not objectively ‘out 

there’ in the world but are rooted in people's experience and represented in 

                                                
1An example of the conventional categorisation of knowledge is found in the structure of 
the Polish Standardization Committee (Polski Komitet Normalizacyjny, PKN) which 
works in 17 areas, each divided into between a few and a dozen or so fields that individual 
PKN technical committees are in charge of. Another example is IATE (Inter-Active Ter-
minology of Europe) where terminology is presented within 23 domains, each comprising 
from three to ten disciplines. 
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language” (2009, 227). Depending on the choice of parameters, there are 

various terminological systems that can be subject to analyses. Hence  

the findings of such studies may differ and require a unique form of 

presentation, for instance a case-specific dictionary. 

 One of the criteria that can be adopted here for categorisation purposes is 

the thematic scope that the terminological system is designed to cover. If the 

system is to be founded on a given language as a whole, it is referred to as  

a terminological macrosystem; if on just a few related disciplines (a domain), 

it is referred to as a terminological sphere; if on a specific discipline, then 

one can name it a terminological lexicon. A component that makes up  

a terminological lexicon is a terminological field, which can become a small 

terminological system itself, a terminological series and a terminological 

microsystem (Lukszyn and Zmarzer 2006, 52-57) (Figure 1). 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. Structure of terminological macrosystem. 
 

 Naturally there are various types of dictionaries and different criteria 

according to which one can divide them up. Since the purpose of the paper 

is to present an interdisciplinary professional dictionary, only one of them 

shall be presented here, one which refers directly to the relevant 

dictionary type that is based on the terminological system division 

depicted above. 

 Each level of terminological macrosystem can constitute the grounds for 

compiling a terminological dictionary. The whole terminological macro-
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system, representing the terminology of a given language, forms the basis 

for constructing a universal terminological dictionary. Such a work serves 

as a cross-section of the contemporary knowledge described so-far in  

a given language, as its purpose is to present the representative issues that 

the language society has developed, not all terms from every single field of 

human interest. A terminological sphere is a level of more detailed 

description since a dictionary formed on its basis focuses on terminology 

used in a few disciplines. Such a dictionary is called an interdisciplinary 

professional dictionary and will be discussed in detail later in the paper. 

A terminological lexicon, on the other hand, serves as the source of ter-

minology included in special purpose dictionaries. These terminographic 

works provide an exhaustive presentation of terminology within a given 

discipline and can be subject to each of the aforementioned components 

of a terminographic lexicon: 

- terminological fields to compile a thematic  

- terminological series to create an association dictionary and 

- terminological microsystems to form a thesaurus. 

A terminographic field can also serve as the basis of a separate dictionary. 

Extreme thoroughness is required from such a work as it is aimed at 

experts in the field (Lukszyn and Zmarzer 2006, 141-144).  
   

2. Interdisciplinary professional dictionary - definition 
 

As mentioned above, the basis for constructing an IPD is a terminological 

sphere, which comprises terms categorised in several related disciplines.  

The sphere can coincide with one of the conventionally determined 

domains, like economics, law, finance, linguistics, etc., but it can also 

comprise a few disciplines that are not necessarily a part of the same 

domain, yet are somehow related, for instance tax law with macro- and 

micro-economics, public finance or business accounting, where the common 

element is the concept of “tax” which is present in each of the disciplines. 

The choice of the thematic scope an IPD is to cover depends on its target 

group. However, what is essential in this type of terminographic work is that 

it goes beyond individual disciplines in order to reflect the interdisciplinary 

links between them. As Michałowski notices: 
 

“[…] the structures of terminological lexicons of related disciplines indicate 
specific similarities. A lot of terminological units operate in a few lexicons, yet in  
a dif-ferent manner in each of them.”2 (Michałowski 2011, 148) 

                                                
2 “[…] struktury leksykonów terminologicznych pokrewnych dyscyplin naukowych 
wykazują określone podobieństwa. Wiele jednostek terminologicznych funkcjonuje 
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The similarities can be found through an analysis of the interdisciplinary 

terms and concepts represented by them in each field selected for analysis. 

Therefore, interdisciplinary professional dictionaries are terminographic 

works designed to single out concepts that link related disciplines. 

 Terms contained in an IPD represent concepts which are part of 

conceptual systems of related disciplines and, owing to the fact that  

the terms function in different fields, they are called interdisciplinary terms. 

The word forms of such terms are usually the same in each of the fields, 

which in a way strengthens their common semantic components, yet 

occasionally their forms are altered in individual disciplines or are 

completely different.  
 

 
 
Fig. 2. Graphic illustration of “wandering concept”. (WC – wandering concept; SC1, SC2, 

SCx – specialist concepts). 

 
 Interdisciplinary terms are understood here as words or word phrases 

that are deemed to have the status of a term in related disciplines. They 

represent a set of distinctive features, jointly called a “wandering concept”, 

that are common to them and a variety of accompanying features that derive 

from the terminological systems each of the terms operates in (compare 

“depth feature of a term” (Polish: “cecha głębinowa terminu”) coined by 

Zmarzer (2005, 105), and “core of determinate meaning” and “penumbra of 

indeterminacy” by Pec (2007, 299)). The difference between one 

interdisciplinary term and its counterparts mainly lies in the terminological 

paradigms each of them constitutes in respective disciplines. The relation 

between a “wandering concept” and specialised concepts that are labelled by 

an interdisciplinary term in the terminological system of each discipline can 

be illustrated as in figure 2. A wandering concept is that part of the meaning 

of the specialised concepts that constitutes an element of knowledge of each 

                                                                                                                    
w kilku leksykonach, jednak w każdym z nich w nieco odmienny sposób”. (Translation 
into English by Agnieszka Rzepkowska) 
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of the fields of interest that is shared by them (for more on the topic of 

interdisciplinary terms and wandering concepts see Sawicka 2012, and 

Rzepkowska 2014(2)). 

 The purpose of an IPD is thus the same as in the case of other types of 

terminographic works – to represent the conceptual system of a given area 

of study. However, what we focus on here is not one, but at least two fields of 

human interest which are closely related due to, for instance, the subject of 

analysis. The meaning of a term is determined by the system it operates in, 

since it is a part of that system and together with other terms constitutes it. 

Interdisciplinary terms, which are components of more than one 

terminological and thus also conceptual system, are characterised by the fact 

that part of their meaning is interdisciplinarily unchangeable (i.e. remains 

unchanged in individual disciplines) and part adjusts to each of the systems 

as it is closely system-related. Consequently, the task before an IPD is to 

show the common semantic component representing a “wandering concept” 

and the discipline-specific part of its meaning. The task requires  

a terminological analysis on various levels and thus also a special manner of 

presentation. 

 
3. Interdisciplinary professional dictionary – structure 

  
My research on IPDs – the to-date conclusions of which are presented 

below – took the form of an analysis of dictionaries that encompass more 

than one discipline and were published between 2007 and 2012 

(Rzepkowska 2015), and a study of dictionaries proposed in doctoral 

dissertations on terminology and terminography at the Faculty of Applied 

Linguistics at the University of Warsaw, including theses by Karpiński 

(2005), Ostanina-Olszewska (2005), Borkowski (2008), Parowenko (2007), 

Woź-nicka (2008), Michałowski (2010), Nagórka (2011), and Wasilewski 

(2011) (Rzepkowska 2014(3)). The first review showed how terminology is in 

fact presented in dictionaries dealing with more than one scientific 

discipline, the second one provided an insight into what terminographic 

work looks like at an academic level. The dictionary structure proposed in 

this paper takes into account the functionality of a number of 

terminographic techniques that were found, among others, in the doctoral 

dissertations, and the pros and cons of terminographic practices 

encountered in dictionaries actually published in the Polish market. 

 An interdisciplinary professional dictionary needs to employ various 

terminographic techniques for terminology presentation, resulting in  
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a complex dictionary macro- and microstructure. As mentioned above, it 

also requires special tools such as interdisciplinary terms and wandering 

concepts. What is essential for its compilation is a detailed analysis of 

terms focused on singling out those components of their meaning that 

are the same in each discipline and those that are strictly system-related. 

 The difference between one interdisciplinary term and its counterparts 

mainly derives from the terminological paradigms they establish in 

respective disciplines (in other words a system of semantic relations between 

the relevant term and other terms within a given terminological system). 

Hence interdisciplinary terms can be treated as tools for comparing  

related disciplines. An adequately constructed IPD aims to emphasise  

the discrepancies deriving from the environments of interdisciplinary terms. 

That goal can often be met at the definition level where the characteristics of 

concepts are presented. Nonetheless, should the defi-nitions be in fact 

identical, the illustration of nuances of meaning needs to go beyond them 

and be indicated as additional information about the term. 

 The proposed solution introducing the idea of a “wandering concept” 

contributes to illustrating both intradisciplinary relations between terms 

within a given terminological lexicon, and interdisciplinary links between 

related areas of human interest. The technique adopted for the dictionary is 

the nexus technique (Zmarzer 2008, 253) which consists in presenting 

unilateral relations between terms. Therefore, there is always a need to 

decide which part of the conceptual system is to be treated as the central 

point of reference for one-sided connections.  

 Concepts operating within individual terminological lexicons require 

appropriate presentation within an IPD. Therefore, both the macro- and 

microstructure should be tailored to the specificity of this terminographic 

work, its purpose and target group. Owing to the complex nature of such 

a dictionary, its intended applicability entails clearly stated instructions that 

would uncover its potential. Full presentation of intra- and interdisciplinary 

relations is attainable in a spatial layout involving three dimensions. 

Therefore, it would be ideal to construct an electronic dictionary with  

an adequately developed system of hyperlinks enabling the creation of 

a multi-dimensional terminographic work. However, it is possible to 

illustrate such a structure on a “surface” as well, in the form of a paper 

dictionary, using additional indices with a system of references directing 

users to relevant dictionary entries. 

 A methodological approach is inevitable in the process of selecting terms 

for an IPD. As with the construction of other types of special-pur-pose 
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dictionaries, the compilation procedure should follow initially stated criteria 

for the inclusion of terms. The first stage in dictionary construction requires 

undertaking several steps, taking into account individual terminological 

fields and scientific or academic disciplines. The conditions interdisciplinary 

terms need to fulfil can be specified separately for each discipline and 

adjusted to it. It is important to ensure that the original procedural plan is 

carried out thoroughly. 

 Taking into account the literature regarding terminographic construction 

(Rousseau 1993; Karpiński 2008; Lukszyn and Zmarzer 2006) and  

the studies of dictionaries carried out by the author so far, an IPD 

macrostructure should comprise the following components: 

- Title page (with the title, author(s), publishing house, place and date of 

publishing); 

- Table of contents (with page index, providing the user with an image 

of the whole IPD macrostructure); 

- Introduction (introducing the IPD's structure and purpose to the user 

and familiarising him/her with its potential); 

- Lists of symbols (if applicable); 

- Alphabetically ordered dictionary entries supported with a systematically 

ordered annex of all entry terms presenting an illustration of semantic 

relations between terms; 

- Permutation index of interdisciplinary terms, according to discipline 

or language (in the case of bilingual or multilingual dictionaries); 

- References (proving the value of the dictionary and referring the user 

to other related sources). 

 The individual components of an IPD depend on the subject field. For 

instance, other indices may be required in order to facilitate access to such 

types of terms as abbreviations, proper names, and so on. Thus one may 

notice that the dictionary macrostructure is strictly related to the elements 

included in its microstructure. Below we enumerate the components that  

the latter should comprise: 

- Entry number; 

- Lemma (interdisciplinary term); 

- Verbalised wandering concept – semantic component found in the term 

in each of the related disciplines; 

- Information about the division into disciplines; 

- Definitions of terms in each discipline; 

- Additional information about the use of the term in each discipline; 
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- Foreign language equivalent(s) (in the case of bilingual or multilingual 

dictionaries); 

- References used for that entry. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Example entry of an IPD. 

  
 Within the limitation to two dimensions that is possible for illustrating  

a term on a flat piece of paper, the microstructure of an IPD should describe 

the interdisciplinary relations, for example, in a horizontal layout, and 

intradisciplinary ones in a vertical layout. This composition allows 

terminographers to add components under individual disciplines, such as 

foreign language equivalents in a number of foreign languages, and thus to 

develop a more elaborated tool adjusted to users’ needs.  
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 As shown in Figure 3, the division into individual disciplines starts at 

the level of definitions and should be continued throughout the whole 

dictionary entry. The horizontal level of the example entry represents the 

interdisciplinary aspect and allows for a comparison of terms in each of 

the disciplines in each “line”. The columns (vertical level of description) 

contain information about the meaning and use of the term in each of the 

disciplines separately. 

 

4. Interdisciplinary professional dictionaries – typology 
 

IPDs can fall into one of three main types differentiated on the basis of 

the nature of semantic relations, both intra- and interdisciplinary, which 

impact the process of compiling these terminographic works. 

The terminology that constitutes the basis of compiling an IPD is 

the central point of reference for all interdisciplinary relations in in each type 

of that reference book, following the principles of the nexus technique.  

 

 
 
Fig. 4. Relations between related terminological lexicons and source conceptual system in 

three IPD types. (Ks (shaded fields) – source knowledge (source conceptual system); TLs – 
source terminological lexicon; TFs – source terminological field; TL1, TL2, TLr – related 
terminological lexicons) 

 

 First of all, an IPD can be based on one terminological lexicon (IPD1). In 

this case terms are usually scattered within it, failing to form large 

conceptual networks that would facilitate their identification. Consequently, 

the corresponding terms in related disciplines lack strong intradisciplinary 

relations as well. The interdisciplinary links are usually of various strengths 

since “wandering concepts” may be inconsistent throughout the system. 

Higher regularity of interdisciplinary relations can be found in the other two 

types of IPDs, though.  

 The second type of IPD is grounded on a scope of knowledge treated as 

part of various related terminological lexicons (IPD2). Typically, the relevant 
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section of the conceptual system is present in a nearly unchanged form in 

related disciplines. Thus, such an IPD is characterised by very strong intra- 

and interdisciplinary links that prove the proximity of related disciplines and 

terms.  

 The third type of IPD is constructed on the foundation of a conceptual 

field within a terminological lexicon that, analogically to the second type, 

remains almost unaltered in all related technolects as far as its semantic 

structure is concerned, but, in contrast to the previous type, it is created  

as part of the original special-purpose language and then adopted as  

a functional unit by other technolects. An example of such a case is  

the conceptual field of taxes that has been developed and standardised 

within the area of law and is used in that form in other fields, such as 

economics and finances.  

 The typology of IPDs proposed in the paper can be placed on an axis 

between a monothematic and polythematic dictionary. If the focus is on one 

scientific or academic discipline and the other fields of interest are treated 

only as a supplement, the IPD is closer to a monothematic dictionary. If, 

however, the terminological lexicons are situated on the same level, without 

highlighting the importance of any of them, the IPD is much more similar to 

a polythematic dictionary. Such a presentation of terminological data opens 

an avenue for further, both practical and theoretical, work focused on 

the analysis of conceptual systems of terminological lexicons and their parts, 

and aims to develop individualised models adjusted to specific examples of 

interdisciplinary relations. 

 
5. Interdisciplinary professional dictionary – applicability 

 
The proposed IPD is a dictionary of both educational and scientific value. 

On the one hand, it can be used to teach individual disciplines, serving as 

a source of information about the studied subject fields and interdisciplinary 

terminology. On the other hand, it can be helpful to experts for whom it 

constitutes a tool for their professional work, describing terminology as part 

of a multi-dimensional network of semantic connections where each 

dimension corresponds to a conceptual field of one of the relevant 

disciplines. Representing quanta of knowledge, interdisciplinary terms act as 

several of the many connectors in that network, revealing the heuristic 

potential of the debated issues.  

 The two very distinct applications of the dictionary derive from  

the complexity of its contents and the simplicity of its use. The fact of 
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presenting the differences between the terminologies of individual lexicons 

makes it a tool that may dispel doubts in the semantic scope and may 

systematise learners’ knowledge. At the stage of familiarising them with 

a new scientific or academic discipline, it is often difficult to determine what 

the general meaning of a term is and what its specialised concept is; whether 

it should be specialised, and which discipline it functions in. Similar 

problems are also faced by translators who are not professionals in a given 

field - when they are trying to select an equivalent suitable in the required 

context by choosing it from lists presented in bilingual dictionaries. 

Although experts seem not to have problems with determining the meaning 

of individual terms, even interdisciplinary ones, they may benefit from IPDs  

as well. The key asset of the proposed dictionary from the point of view of 

professionals is the fact that it highlights the differences between 

interdisciplinary terms operating in various fields of interest. IPDs present 

the nuances in  meaning or usage (sometimes the distinctions between 

interdisciplinary terms in related disciplines are so minute that calling them 

differences would be an exaggeration) which may help professionals see 

issues from a different angle and apply those observations in the area 

studied by them.   

 From a terminological and terminographic point of view, the dictionary is 

a starting point for further research into terminological practice. Required in 

terms of recommended methodology, a precise analysis of the conceptual 

fields covered by each of the IPD component disciplines facilitates a more 

accurate identification of foreign equivalents. Compiled in accordance with 

the research data, the IPD shows the potential to constitute the basis for 

a multi-lingual interdisciplinary dictionary. Bilingual or multilingual 

dictionaries available on the market often enumerate lists of equivalents, 

neglecting the need to identify the context for use, especially the relevant 

field the equivalent operates in. IPDs can solve the problem faced by 

translators and other users of special-purpose languages by assisting them 

in the process of determining foreign language terms that would meet 

the requirements of the context best if the term used in the mother tongue is 

a homonymous term operating in related disciplines.  
  

Conclusions 
 

To sum up, it is worth stressing that not only does work on an IPD 

require the engagement of terminographers, but also that of professionals 

from relevant disciplines. Appropriate presentation of each discipline within 

the dictionary entries can be best prepared by people with in-depth 
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specialised knowledge which allows them to see, apart from the obvious 

conceptual features of terms, also the nuances that are sometimes the key to  

a proper understanding of terms and are determined only in a specific 

context. Some of the solutions proposed here should also be incorporated in 

monothematic and polythematic (multidisciplinary) dictionaries in order to 

improve their functionality. All the empirical data collected in the process of 

formulating the theoretical grounds for interdisciplinary professional 

dictionaries constitute a strong basis for saying that the issue is very much 

alive and fully deserves terminographers’ attention. 
 

References 
 

Borkowski, Tomasz. 2008. “Polsko-angielski tezaurus terminologii prawnej  

a harmonizacja prawa. Zasady konstruowania.” PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Karpiński, Łukasz. 2005. “Teoretyczne podstawy sporządzania modułowego słownika 

terminologii branżowej (na materiale lądowego budownictwa transportowego  

w języku polskim, rosyjskim i angielskim).” PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Karpiński, Łukasz. 2008. Zarys leksykografii terminologicznej. Warsaw: University of 

Warsaw Press. 

Łukasik, Marek. 2014. “Zasady i narzędzia porządkowania terminograficznego.” In 

Narzędzia pracy lingwistycznej, edited by Wanda Zmarzer, 140-170. Warsaw: 

University of Warsaw Press. 

Lukszyn, Jerzy, (ed.) 2005. Języki Specjalistyczne. Słownik Terminologii Przedmiotowej, 

Warsaw: University of Warsaw Press. 

Lukszyn, Jerzy, and Wanda Zmarzer. 2006. Terminologiczne podstawy terminologii. 

Warsaw: University of Warsaw Press. 

Michałowski, Piotr. 2010. “Struktura wiedzy zawodowej w ujęciu terminograficznym.” 

PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Michałowski, Piotr. 2011. “Rodzaj wiedzy a słownik terminologiczny.” In Komunikacja 

Specjalistyczna. Vol. 4, 148-167. Warsaw: University of Warsaw Press 

Nagórka, Piotr P. 2011. “Tezaurus terminologii branżowej jako tekst edukacyjny.” PhD 

diss., University of Warsaw. 

Ostanina-Olszewska, Julia. 2005. “Theoretical and Practical Problems of Transcription in 

a Multilanguage Dictionary.” PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Parowenko, Robert. 2007. “Kluczowe terminy socjokulturowe jako jednostki opisu 

leksykograficznego (na materiale języka polskiego i szwedzkiego).” PhD diss., 

University of Warsaw. 

Pec, Michał O. 2007. “Kilka uwag o analizie pojęć prawniczych.” In Studia Semiotyczne. 

Vol. 26, edited by Jerzy Pelc, 293-306. Warsaw: Polskie Towarzystwo Semiotyczne. 

Potapova, Natalia M., Margarita M. Philippova. 2009. “Categorization in the System of 

Business English Terminology.” In Categorization and Conceptualization in 

Languages for Special Purposes and Professional Discourse Studies. No 6, 226-235. 

Moscow - Ryazan.  

Rousseau, Louis-Jean. 1993. “Terminology and Language in Contact in Quebec.” In 

Terminology. Applications in Interdisciplinary Communication, edited by Helmi B. 

Sonneveld and Kurt L. Loening, 35-42. Amsterdam – Philadelphia: John Benjamins 



Interdisciplinary Professional Dictionary – Definition… 

131 

Publishing Company. 

Rzepkowska, Agnieszka. 2014(1). “Interdisciplinary Specialised Dictionaries as Objects of 

Terminological Construction (on the Basis of Professional Tax Law Texts).” PhD Diss., 

University of Warsaw. 

Rzepkowska, Agnieszka. 2014(2). “Interdisciplinary terms as heuristic factors of 

professional work.” In Novel approaches in language, literature and culture studies. 

Vol. 1 of Forum for contemporary issues in language and literature, edited by  

K. Kozak and J. Kolbusz-Buda, 245-264. Siedlce: Instytut Kultury Regionalnej i Badań 

Literackich im. Franciszka Karpińskiego. 

Rzepkowska, Agnieszka. 2014(3). “Analysis of Professional Dictionaries Prepared as Part 

of Doctoral Dissertations at the Faculty of Applied Linguistics, University of Warsaw.” 

In Komunikacja Specjalistyczna. Vol. 7, 31-50. Warsaw: University of Warsaw Press. 

Rzepkowska, Agnieszka. 2015. “Profile of Interdisciplinary Professional Dictionaries 

Published between 2007 and 2012.” In Within Language, Beyond Theories. Studies in 

Applied Linguistics, edited by Anna Bloch-Rozmej, Karolina Drabikowska. 231-251. 

Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

Sawicka, Agnieszka. 2012. “Koncepty wędrowne a specjalistyczne jednostki informacyjne.” 

In Struktura jednostek informacyjnych, edited by Wanda Zmarzer, 195-214. Warsaw: 

University of Warsaw Press. 

Wasilewski, Orhan. 2011. “Tezaurus terminów kulturologicznych w ujęciu holistycznym.” 

PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Woźnicka, Aleksandra M. 2008. “Ways of Representing Specialist Knowledge in  

a Terminological Dictionary (on the Basis of Polish and English Medical 

Terminology).” PhD diss., University of Warsaw. 

Woźnicka, Aleksandra M. 2007. “W poszukiwaniu typologii myślenia.” Debiuty naukowe 

I. Wiedza – korpus – słownik, edited by Marek Łukasik, 9-17. Warsaw: University of 

Warsaw Press. 

Zmarzer, Wanda. 2005. “Onomazjologiczne klasy słownictwa specjalistycznego.” Teoria 

i praktyka upowszechniania nauki. Wczoraj i jutro, edited by Franciszek Grucza, and 

Wojciech Wiśniewski, 103-110. Warsaw: PAN. 

Zmarzer, Wanda. 2008. “W kwestii typologii słowników terminologicznych.” In Podstawy 

technolingwistyki I, edited by Jerzy Lukszyn, 248-256. Warsaw: Wydawnictwo Euro-

Edukacja. 

 

Abstract 

 
The paper elaborates on the issue of interdisciplinary professional dictionaries (IPDs) 

which are a response to the rising expectations of dictionary users and the growing 
number of new terms appearing nearly on a daily basis. Deriving from the idea found in 
the literature on the topic that the terminology of a given language forms a system of 
interrelated terms, the author attempts to define IPDs and explain their structure, 
microstructure and macrostructure alike. Next she proposes a typology of these 
terminographic works, where the part of terminological system that terminology 
presented in a given dictionary is taken from is treated as the basis of dictionary division. 
The last point discussed is the applicability of IPDs. 
 
Keywords: interdisciplinary professional dictionary, terminology, terminography, 
conceptual system, interdisciplinarity 
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CREATIVE WAYS TO ACHIEVE HUMOROUS 
EFFECTS IN A SITCOM DISCOURSE 

 
Introduction 

 
Humour is a burgeoning area of scholarly research which started to 

bloom in the late 1990s together with the publication of the seminal book 

titled Semantic Mechanisms of Humour1 (1985) written by Raskin, 

marking a significant milestone in a linguistic inquiry into humour and 

humour-related areas. His Semantic Script Theory of Humour (SSTH) 

was refined and developed into the General Theory of Verbal Humour 

(GTVH) (Attardo and Raskin 1991; see also Attardo 1994, 1997, 2001, 

2008; Attardo, Hempelmann, and Di Maio 2002), and finally into  

the model which is in its infancy – Ontological Semantic Theory of 

Humour (OSTH) (Raskin, Hempelmann, and Taylor 2009). Despite  

the label, the SSTH and by analogy the GTVH are not restricted in their 

theoretical apparatus to solely undertake a semantic study of humour 

phenomena. As a matter of fact, the two models have a lot to do with 

cognitive linguistics. 

For over 30 years, humour has been the subject of scientific inquiry 

and hence it has become a multifaceted discipline which has been of 

particular interest ranging from anthropology (Apte 1985), philosophy 

(Morreall 1987, Freud 1905 [1960]), psychology (Piddington 1933), 

sociology (Kuipers 2006) to linguistics (Attardo 1993, 1994; Chiaro 1992; 

Giora 1991; Raskin 1985; Ritchie 2004). 

The present contribution focuses on a pragmatic scrutiny of pre-

constructed conversational humour, dubbed also humour in interaction 

(Norrick and Chiaro 2009), which is abundant in film discourse, 

particularly in sitcoms. In lieu of concentrating on one of  

the manifestations of humour, i.e. (canned) jokes, puns, or one-liners,  

a departure point for the study is humour understood as a global 

phenomenon. This specific methodological procedure helps  

the researcher conduct a wide-ranging study, the results of which are 

pertinent to any film discourse, not only the one taken for the sake of this 

                                                
1 The British English convention is used here. However, when a word is used in a quota-
tion, the original spelling is followed. 
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paper. Even though it may be postulated that this type of analysis is too 

far-flung harbouring doubts concerning its validity and usefulness to  

the development of humour research, a claim can be ventured that  

a global vantage point enables to delineate a gamut of all humour-

inducing instances.  

The principal objective of this article is to compile a list of pragmatic 

mechanisms underlying humorous effects in a sitcom discourse. To 

neatly capture the type of humour being a point for reference for the 

present analysis, it is held that humour is any stimulus which brings 

about the possibility of generating a humorous response on the part of 

the viewer. More specifically, the type of humour available to  

the researcher is pre-constructed, which means that it is the production 

crew (scriptwriters) who carefully conceives all instances which are then 

recognised as humorous, ironic, sarcastic, etc. by the recipient. What also 

needs to be highlighted is the fact that the list of mechanisms is by no 

means exhaustive since the exemplification data have not been collected 

from all the episodes, partly due to the fact that the sitcom is still 

broadcast and partly because this process is time-consuming and the 

project has been initiated fairly recently.  

To accomplish the chief purpose of the study, the film discourse toolkit 

is taken as a departure point to analyse instances of humour and to 

specify numerous ways of making the utterance humorous. It will be 

argued that humour resides, to name but a few, in innovative acronym 

decoding, coinage, creation of non-sense phrase and creation of  

surrealistic/contrived events. Since the taxonomy of humour sources is 

not fully-fledged, it is still contended here that the four mechanisms are 

the domineering ones as they reverberate throughout the seasons.  

The paper is structured as follows. In the first part, the participation-

based framework is presented which lies foundation for the present 

research. The second part constitutes the kernel of this article which 

consists of the analysis with the categorisation of pragmatic mechanisms 

teased out from the sitcom. Finally, the conclusions and possible areas 

for further investigation are briefly outlined.  

 
1. Participation Framework 

 
The present study hinges upon the participation-based framework 

(Scannell 1991; Brock 2011, 2015; Piazza, Bednarek, and Rossi 2011; 

Rossi 2011; Dynel 2011a, 312-15; also Dynel 2010), albeit with 
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considerable refinements of the long-established model (Shannon and 

Weaver 1949) contingent on the speaker-hearer dyad, which is readily 

applicable to mass-mediated communication. The main reason why the 

bi-partite framework needs to be improved is the fact that it does not 

show a full picture of all participants who are possibly engaged in multi-

party communication.  

A revised framework germane to sitcom humour is pivoted on  

the communicative layers bifurcating into the inter-character/ 

character’s level and the recipient’s one. The former comprises 

monologues, dialogues and polylogues uttered by fictional characters 

starring on the set and therefore, the study material is confined to pre-

constructed fictional conversations (Dynel 2011a, 312-13), whereas  

the latter consists of all the interpretations which are at the viewer’s 

disposal watching series, serials or sitcoms. These interpretations are  

a result of an active process of analysis and each incoming stimulus, both 

verbal and non-verbal, may reinforce, alter or reject an emergent 

interpretation.  

In spite of the fact that the two layers are intertwined, it is vital to 

make a clear-cut distinction between fictional characters’ and collective 

senders’ layer to preserve the clarity of research, i.e. which area is to be 

investigated. That is to say, if a researcher is interested in the second 

communicative layer, the point of interest lies in the interpretations  

the collective sender wishes the viewer to derive. One cannot confuse the 

two strata since it may introduce a serious misapprehension. 

Nonetheless, the interpretations formulated by fictional characters may 

condition the interpretations derived by viewers.         

 
1.1.The Characters’ Level 

 
Based on the revised participation framework, Dynel (2011a, 312-15) 

posits the categorisation of participants in a film discourse which fall into 

two main types: ratified participants and unratified ones. Generally 

speaking, a participant is a character who can contribute to conversation, 

exemplified by a speaker or hearer (Goffman 1964, 1974). By default,  

a non-participant is an individual who is not able to construe any 

meaning since s/he is not a person at whom a turn has been directed, 

s/he is not in the vicinity of the exchange and s/he is out of earshot of the 

conversation.  

Ratified participants, also labelled interlocutors, interactants, 

conversationalists, are individuals who are sanctioned to listen to  
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the turns and/or to provide a turn, i.e. s/he is credited to glean and to 

convey meanings. These participants are epitomised by speakers or 

ratified hearers. Within the latter, we may find the addressee towards 

whom conversation is directed, notably selected by dint of a non-verbal 

stimulus (e.g. ostentatious glaring) and/or a verbal one (e.g. second 

person pronoun), and the third party who is present during the exchange 

and hence assigns interpretations but is not addressed in a given turn 

(Dynel 2011a, 313). 

Another type of listeners is an unratified participant who is not 

supposed to make any inferences while the turn is in progress and of 

whose there are two types, i.e. bystanders and eavesdroppers. The main 

difference between them is that while ratified participants might be 

cognisant of the presence of bystanders and assume that they might 

interpret conversation, they are totally unaware of eavesdroppers.  
 

1.2. The Recipients’ Level 
 

On the recipient’s level, there are the production crew and viewers. It 

is the viewers’ pure entertainment which lies in the centre of  

the collective sender’s (production crew) attention. Although the 

collective sender devises all the exchanges in a fictional discourse which 

are interpreted by its viewers, it does not amount to conscious interaction 

between them. The production crew may only envisage which 

interpretations are available to the recipient and may manipulate  

the content of fictional interactions. One of the assets that the viewer has 

which is not possessed by a ratified participant is that an individual 

watching fictional discourse has access to a range of context, which may 

be scarce on the characters’ level (Dynel 2011a, 314). 

Following Dynel’s parlance (2011a, 315), there is a distinct type of  

the recipient – the metarecipient – who carefully watches and analyses 

the type of discourse present in sitcoms and draws more specific 

interpretations, i.e. s/he is aware of all the techniques the collective 

sender applies to evoke a desired effect on the part of the viewer. In  

the case of sitcom discourse, an exemplar of the metarecipient is  

a humour researcher who has a profound knowledge regarding humour 

and its research and is more vigilant to the techniques which may lead to 

the emergence of laughter. An in-depth analysis of humour instances 

may have drawbacks, i.e. the metarecipient may not arrive at humorous 

effects as soon as s/he delves into a comprehensive analysis of the way 

humour has been conveyed.  
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2. Qualitative Analysis 
 

The aim of this section is to present a taxonomy of humour-inducing 

categories, which in a majority of cases coincide with the creative use of 

language. In literature, the term colourful language is credited to 

Partington (2006) (cf. Dynel 2013, 31) to denote a plethora of various 

phenomena giving rise to humour, e.g. metaphors, ironic utterances, 

innovative collocation, neologisms.  

 
2.1. Data 

 
To illustrate the types of humour mechanisms constituting  

the taxonomy, the excerpts are collected from a still-on-air American sitcom, 

which had its premiere in 2009, called “Modern Family”. There are seven 

seasons with twenty four episodes each, which make a considerable number 

of data to study.  

The show follows the daily suburban life of the Dunphy-Pritchett-

Tucker clan, the three close-knit families, of whose members frequently 

show that the ties of kinship may be twisted and difficult to foster.  

An interesting characteristic of the sitcom is that there is no character 

who can be claimed to be the protagonist. The Dunphy family are  

the married couple in their mid-thirties Phil Dunphy, who is a real estate 

agent claiming to be the best in every branch of life, be it his job or com-

munication with his children, and Claire Dunphy, a housewife, and their 

three children – Haley, Luke and Alex. The Pritchett family is the bread-

winner Jay Pritchett – father of Claire and Mitchell – who is married to  

a much younger Colombian sensual woman Gloria, and their stepson 

Manny. The third family is a homosexual couple Mitchell Pritchett and 

Cameron Tucker who recently adopted a Vietnamese girl Lily.  

          
2.2.  Humour Mechanisms 

 

Given the genre of film discourse taken for the study, it is not 

surprising that almost in every scene the viewer is presented with  

a humorous situation which has the potential to evoke laughter or smile. 

The instances of conversational humour may be divided into two distinct 

types: exchanges between fictional characters and dialogues/monologues 

uttered directly into the camera. While the former abounds in film 

discourse, it is the latter which gives the viewer a close sense of intimacy 

between him/her and the characters in the sitcom through maintaining 
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good eye contact. It is also to say that humorous effects can be 

augmented since the recipient has a feeling of participating in the scene 

and s/he can derive more pleasure to be the part of humour creation, 

though s/he cannot verbalise. Taking into consideration the revised 

participation framework, the production crew changes the status of  

the viewer from the recipient on the recipient’s communicative level to  

a ratified hearer who as if takes part in a turn. Being compared to  

a ratified hearer who can experience the turn and can contribute in  

a verbal and non-verbal manner, a ratified hearer-recipient certainly 

cannot contribute in the same way as other fictional characters do but 

s/he  also has a feeling that the interaction between him/her and sitcom 

characters is more direct. 

Besides the metarecipient postulated by Dynel (2011a), another type of 

the viewer may be distinguished – the fan-recipient who, as the very 

name suggests, is the fan of the sitcom which in turn entails that s/he  

demonstrates thorough knowledge concerning all the episodes and hence 

more conversational units may be marked as humorous. Occasionally, it 

happens that to find humour in a turn, one needs to have prior 

knowledge of episodes or scenes since the production crew may make 

reference to the situation from previous episodes and link it to  

the ongoing conversation. Since the “traditional” viewer may not be 

familiar with all contextual information indispensible to be amused, s/he 

may be oblivious to some humorous intentions.  From the fan-recipient 

vantage point, the sole aim the production crew would like to achieve is 

to entertain the viewer. The main difference between the metarecipient 

and fan-recipient is the extent to which they draw inferences, i.e.  

the metarecipient is concerned with the techniques which lead viewers to 

humour emergence whereas the fan-recipient does not consciously 

analyse any turn. With this respect, the fan-recipient is closer to  

the “traditional” viewer but still s/he has sitcom-particular expertise. 

To undertake the study, humour verbalisations have been collected to 

form a corpus2. The data constitute all instances which the author 

considered funny and possibly laughable to the recipient of the sitcom.  

 
 
 
 

                                                
2 Given the fact that the number of the episodes is substantial, the author managed to 
collect the data from the first season which amounts to fifty two humorous instances. 
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2.2.1. Innovative Acronym Decoding 
 

The first humour mechanism capitalises on the character’s innovative 

decoding of the existent acronym. This mechanism has been found once 

in the corpus which have been collected and it is believed that the second 

use of the same technique can result in the decrease of humorous effects. 

The main reason for this proposal is the fact that this instance is one of 

the most remarkable scenes of the sitcom and it is seen as an emblem of 

the type of humour encountered in the discourse. The monologue itself 

became a meme testifying its growing popularity.  

The extract below is a comment uttered directly into the camera in 

which Phil Dunphy is bragging about being in friendly terms with his 

children as if he were a better parent than his wife Claire. He takes great 

pride in an excellent command of youth language, of which the extract is 

an example:   

 
(1) I'm the cool dad. That's- That's my thang. I'm hip. I- I surf the Web. I text: “LOL” – 

Laugh Out Loud. “OMG” – Oh My God. “WTF” – Why The Face. Um, you know,  
I know all the dances to High School Musical, so... 

 
Phil uses three acronyms LOL, OMG and WTF, of which the first two 

are properly decoded by the character. The acronym WTF is not 

deciphered in accordance with its proper meaning since in teenage slang 

WTF stands for “What the fuck”, but the character is unaware of having  

a mistaken belief. Up to the point when the first two acronyms are 

interpreted, humour does not arise because the state of affairs does not 

divert from reality. As soon as the recipient is presented with  

the erroneous interpretation of the third acronym WTF, the production 

crew creates incongruity. To be rendered meaningful and humorous,  

the audience needs to find the cognitive rule which would make  

the incongruous chunk congruous. The hearer’s relevant interpretation of 

WTF as “What the fuck” should be motivated by his/her encyclopaedic 

mental storage in which s/he has the encyclopaedic entry for WTF. Also, 

the valid interpretation of WTF is conditioned by his/her background 

knowledge concerning teenage language.  

To reiterate, humour capitalises on two premises: the false 

interpretation extracted by the character and his absolute confidence in 

an impeccable knowledge of teenage language. 
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2.2.2. Coinage 
 

The second mechanism is dependent upon innovation/coinage of  

a new word or phrase which can sometimes result from the use of  

an already existing word and addition of suffix or prefix. In general, 

coinages are examples of human creativity since one needs to be 

ingenious to come up with a new word which would be humorous at  

the same time. The fact which needs to be highlighted is that not every 

new word has the potential to evoke a humorous response. 

The excerpt below is an indicator that the invention of words is not 

restricted to real-life conversations but can be employed in sitcom 

discourse. In this type of humour, not only are viewers amused with  

a creative use of language but also the fictional characters can be 

entertained. The scene takes place in the kitchen where Phil and Claire 

are accusing each other of adopting negative attitude towards  

an upbringing of their children. Phil claims that Claire takes  

a patronizing attitude and she inhibits the freedom of their offspring. On 

the other hand, Claire believes that Phil is too laid-back trying to impress 

their children with stupid and dangerous actions instead of really 

bringing them up. 

 
(2) Claire: ...You think I smother our child? 

Phil: No Honey, it’s not your fault, “mother” is part of the word. You never hear of 

anyone being sfathered to death. 

 

In example (2) humour arises from the invention of a new verb to 

sfather which is built upon the existing word to smother. In other words, 

the production crew creates the dissonance/clash on the part of  

the audience between the familiar phrase to smother to death and 

unfamiliar one to sfather to death. To enable the recipient to properly 

infer the meaning, the fictional character decodes the word sfather 

drawing attention to the fact that the main reason why the word has not 

been introduced into the language is its strong affinity with the word 

father, which would not make sense in the real world. It is to say that 

fathers are not parents who are generally overprotective and the rationale 

behind coining the word smother is that mothers are overly protective.  

Since the fictional character himself provides the viewer with  

the relevant interpretation of the phrase to sfather to death, the audience 

does not need to spend a great deal of mental effort to process it which, in 
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consequence, may result in reduced entertainment of the scene. As it is 

the case with puzzles, humour is also a type of riddle which is pleasurable 

when someone comes up with the resolution on his/her own. 

Nevertheless, the viewer may still comprehend and appreciate linguistic 

creativity of the character which would suffice for entertainment. 

The view that humour has a socionegative component, which means 

that it can result from the sense of superiority or triumph experienced 

when a humorous remark is targeted at the expense of the butt, has its 

long tradition in literature (Gruner 1978, 2000; Billig 2005; for a review 

see Dynel 2013). In doing so, the target of a joke may be disparaged, 

belittled, derided, or deprecated which creates pleasurable feelings in  

the speaker. With reference to the above example (2), it may be stated 

that Phil feels superior to Claire and thus he derives pleasure which 

would explain his self-satisfied smirk flickered across his face when he 

starts his turn. From Phil’s point of view, humour can be neatly captured 

by a superiority theory. However, the viewer certainly does not interpret 

the turn as an instance of Phil’s intellectual dominance since in  

a considerable number of instances, which can only be remembered by 

the fan-recipient, the humour delivered by Phil resides in pseudo-

superiority rather than genuine superiority. The term of pseudo-

superiority denotes the character’s willingness to deliver humour on 

screen which by him/her and possibly the targeted part is marked as 

debasement but the recipient deems that the turn is an example of 

character’s stupidity or pseudo-superiority.   
 

2.2.3. Creation of Non-sense Phrases 
 

The third type can be grafted on the previous mechanism since  

the production crew is pretty inventive in the emergence of new phrases, 

however, humour is based on the adjustment of existing phrases so that 

their meaning is more transparent. The phrases are exemplified by 

idioms the meaning of which is mostly opaque, i.e. does not conform to 

the principle of compositionality, and it needs to be learnt as a separate 

entry in our mental dictionary.    

On many occasions, Gloria’s turns are exploited humorously by  

the production crew given the fact that she is of Colombian descent she is  

a perfect medium for humour conveyance. Even though she makes 

numerous mistakes, be it in pronunciation or use of a word in context, 

these usually pass unnoticed, except for non-verbal signals made by other 

fictional characters. The exchange below (3) is a case in point: 
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(3) Jay: Okay, well, I may have noticed some tiny, little mistakes. You might want to take 
a look at. 
Gloria: Like what?  
Jay: Just little mispronunciations. Like, for example - Last night, you said, "we live in 

a doggy-dog world. "  

Gloria: So?  

Jay: Well, it's "dog-eat-dog world.” 

Gloria: "Yeah, but [chuckles] That doesn't make any sense. Who wants to live in  

a world where dogs eat each other? A doggy-dog world is a beautiful world 

full of little puppies! [ sighs] What else do I say wrong?  

 Jay: Well, it's not "blessings in the skies”.  It's "blessings in disguise”. 
 

Being demanded to enumerate the mistakes Gloria makes, Jay focuses 

her attention to a sequence of phrases which she modifies so that they suit 

better her vision of the world. Following Gloria’s train of thought, the first 

altered idiom a doggy-dog world from its original sounding a dog-eat-dog 

world, as it is analysed by her, would describe the world as  

a pleasant place which is almost idyll-like. By dint of internal modification, 

the meaning of the idiom is reversed, i.e. from the world as a cruel place 

(negative connotation) to a sensational one (positive connotation).  

The second idiom a blessing in disguise changed into a blessing in  

the skies is pivoted on a similar-sounding structure, which, as it was the 

case with the first one, conforms to the way Gloria perceives the world. 

Being religious and worshiping God, the sky is associated with God’s place 

of living so naturally a blessing is godsend.  

The production crew employs a sequence of non-sense phrases which 

are put in opposition to meaningful idioms written in proper English. For a 

native speaker, these phrases would not be possible to be decoded without 

the fictional character’s resolution of the first idiom, which would navigate 

the audience through the meaning of the second idiom. From the 

metarecipient and fan-recipient standpoint, the recovery of the relevant 

interpretation is driven by his/her background knowledge concerning the 

fictional character’s demeanour, so it may be stated that there is no need 

for the production crew to explicitly provide the audience with the 

interpretation, especially the meaning of the second non-sense phrase. 

 

2.2.4. Surrealist Events 
 

In my data, there are also humour instances which result from 

presenting impossible, surrealist and contrived events. This mechanism 

may be particularly entertained by the recipient since any viewer may want 

sitcom discourse to bear little or no resemblance to reality.   
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(4) Phil: Not, just that The iPod comes out on my actual birthday. It’s like Steven Jobs 
and God get together to say: “We love you Phil” 

 
In this extract, Phil gets tremendously excited about the release of  

a new iPod which, for the person conversant with advances in technology, 

is a real treat. To express his delight, he draws an analogy between  

the release of media player and the high-level meeting of Steve Jobs and 

God. Working on the flawed assumption that these two individuals had the 

chance to meet so as to make Phil’s dreams come true creates incongruity 

on the part of the viewer, who needs find a cognitive rule to resolve it 

which in turn would trigger a pleasurable effect. In order to do this, the 

recipient needs to have factual knowledge that God and Jobs lived  

a different span of time. Hence, the sitcom viewer should arrive at the 

congruent interpretation that the two persons could not have met but if 

they could, the issue of the IPod would be the direct consequence of their 

meeting, which would be the gesture of showing their affection towards 

Phil. Significant for the interpretation is the fact that Phil makes 

comparison by using the word like which draws attention that he himself 

does not believe the meeting would be possible. 

Humour is couched in a surrealist event which the production crew cre-

ates via the presentation of an unreal meeting of Steve Jobs and God. 

There are numerous ways to create a surrealist world which would amuse 

the recipient. It is one of the most frequent humour mechanisms employed 

by the production crew in my data.   
 

Conclusions 
 

The present contribution aimed to tease out pragmatic mechanisms 

which give rise to the emergence of humour on the part of the recipient of 

the sitcom discourse. The study was pivoted on the participation framework 

in which communication is divided into two layers, viz. the fictional 

characters’ level and recipient’s level. The data was collected from the sitcom 

“Modern Family”, which, given the genre of the discourse revolving around 

funniness and/or laughter, abounds in humorous turns delivered by the 

fictional characters.  

It is argued here that humour can be a result of the employment of  

the following mechanisms: innovative acronym decoding, coinage, creation 

of non-sense phrases and creation of surrealist events. All the categories fall 

within the creative use of language which is concurrent with the original 

research conducted by Partington (2006), and confirmed by Dynel (2013). 
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The deployment of creative humour shows that the production crew needs 

to strive for the viewer’s benefit. As it was noted above, the list of humour 

mechanisms put forth in the paper is not complete since the data collection 

has not been finished. 

In the light of the present research, the area for further investigation is 

first to identify more humour-generating categories which would make  

a taxonomy fully-fledged and second, to verify whether two or more 

mechanisms are conjoined to lead the audience to entertain more humorous 

effects.  
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Abstract 
 

The paramount objective of the present paper is to put forth a list of humour mechanisms 
which are employed by the production crew to amuse viewers of film discourse.  
The theoretical proposals are illustrated with the excerpts from the American sitcom 
“Modern Family”. It is argued here that humour resides in: innovative acronym decoding, 
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coinage, the creation of non-sense phrases and the creation of surrealist events. A starting 
point for the present research is the participation framework which is contingent on the 
two communicative levels, i.e. fictional characters’ and recipients’. Relevant to the study is  
the fact that it is the production crew who devises dialogues which are interpreted by  
the viewers of mass-mediated discourse. The results presented in the contribution 
coincide with the notion of colourful language which denotes the creative use of 
language. 
 
Keywords: humour, mechanisms, sitcom discourse, participation framework, creativity  
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