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INTRODUCTION 
 
This volume critically explores the contact zones between 

cultures, literatures and languages from theoretical, 
methodological and thematic perspectives. In «Arts of the 
Contact Zone», Mary Louise Pratt uses the concept of the 
contact zone «to refer to social spaces where cultures meet, 
clash, and grapple with each other».1 Drawing from Pratt’s 
seminal paper, we interpret contact zones as comprising 
transcultural and interdisciplinary spaces that reflect the 
multifarious and «liquid»2 dynamics characterising 
contemporary societies.  

This volume is made up of a network of factual, 
metaphorical, and intersemiotic contact zones and bridges. 
Putting together these two concepts, we aim to emphasise, on 
the one hand, the sites of contact and their borders and, on the 
other hand, the sites of connection and connecting movements. 
Susan Stanford Friedman’s definition is consistent with this 
perspective:   

Borders have a way of insisting on separation at the same time as they 
acknowledge connection. Like bridges. Bridges signify the possibility 
of passing over. They also mark the fact of separation and the distance 
that has to be crossed.3 

Not only do we focus on the way in which texts, genres, 
languages, cultures, media, and disciplines relate to each other, 
but also on the multidirectional crossings and movements that 
connect them.  

Ultimately, cultural, literary and linguistic contact zones lead 
to limitless processes involving the re-conceptualisation and re-

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 

33-40, p. 34. 
2 Z. Bauman, Liquid Modernity, Polity Press, Cambridge 2000. 
3 S. Stanford Friedman, Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural 

Geographies of Encounter, Princeton University Press, Princeton, New 
Jersey 1998, p. 3. 
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configuration of individual, social, and cultural events through 
the application of cross-disciplinary theories, methods, and 
tools. 

This critical perspective guides the very structure of this 
collection, in its single contributions and as a whole. This same 
principle informed the Cultures, Literatures, and Languages in 
the Contact Zones seminar, held in May 2017 at the University 
of Trento, which inspired this volume. Scholars representing the 
cultural, literary, and linguistic branches of the Italian 
Association of English Studies (AIA) were invited to critically 
explore the contact zones in-between cultures, literatures and 
languages, and their border-crossing dynamics. The seminar and 
this volume form part of the same project, in which nationally 
and internationally experienced researchers have worked 
alongside Ph.D. students, for whom the AIA seminar was 
designed and tailored. We profoundly believe in the cultural and 
critical value of this inclusive experience, which allows us to 
constructively question the borders between research areas and 
levels of research experience. 

The articulation of the following papers is consistent with the 
idea of transcultural and interdisciplinary contact zones: literary, 
cultural, and linguistic analyses are arranged following the 
dynamics of the border-crossing theoretical premises animating 
our approach. 

 In her dense and theoretically insightful opening essay, 
Carla Locatelli interrogates the concepts of ‘contact’ and 
‘zones’ in relation to the epistemology of literature. Literature is 
seen as a privileged tool allowing for a complex understanding 
of reality, and as a «‘zone’ in which codes can be radically 
questioned and transformed» even at a posthuman horizon. 
Locatelli draws on Derrida, Levinas, Hayles, Deleuze, and 
Haraway in her exploration of poems by Filipino poet Gémino 
Abad and Malay poet Fadzilah Amin to develop her idea of 
literature as «emphatic epistemology» and «world awareness». 
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In Stefano Evangelista’s «Classical Fragments: The 
Geopolitics of Desire and Deracination in Nineteenth-Century 
English Literature», the classical fragment becomes a contact 
zone not only between past and present, but also «between 
realism and abstraction». In fact, it acts as a catalyst for our 
desire to know the past from a position of altered materiality, 
shaped by the process of ‘ageing’, thus fostering our 
imaginative figurations of the past itself. In Evengelista’s view, 
the classical fragment «challenges the present by stretching its 
imaginative empathy». Drawing on Marguerite Yourcenar’s 
consideration of the classical fragment in Le Temps, ce grand 
sculpteur, Evangelista traces an innovative line of continuity 
between the Romantic and late-Victorian Weltanschauung, 
leading from Keats’s sonnet On Seeing the Elgin Marbles to 
both Walter Pater’s essay on Winckelmann and Eugene Lee-
Hamilton’s poem Waifs of Time.  

At the crossroads between the neurosciences and theoretical 
and applied linguistics, Gloria Cappelli’s work tackles the role 
of lexical and pragmatic abilities in learners with dyslexia 
learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). In light of 
inclusive FL teaching, the paper addresses the link between 
pragmatic inefficiency and poor vocabulary knowledge, the 
nature and quality of the organisation of dyslexic people’s 
mental lexicons, and the relationship between pragmatic and 
lexical skills and reading comprehension. 

Jackie Kay’s Trumpet is a multifaceted text, which in turn 
narratively represents the multiple facets of human identity. 
Silvia Antosa addresses the complexity of Kay’s novel and of 
subjectivity by exploring issues such as embodiment, fluidity, 
and intersectionality within a rigorous and broad theoretical 
framework. As Antosa claims, Trumpet questions normative 
socio-cultural discourses on identity, and draws attention both to 
the experience of disorientation or, in Sara Ahmed’s words, the 
‘misalignment’ of its transgender black protagonist, and to 
his/her ‘re-alignment’ strategy. 
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Eleonora Ravizza’s paper focuses on the Caribbean epic 
Omeros (1990), Derek Walcott’s postmodern rewriting of the 
Iliad and Odyssey, and on the sense of individual and collective 
displacement and dispossession produced by the experience of 
exile, forced migration, and diaspora. Ravizza follows the 
multiple voyages of Walcott’s fictional ‘I’ – across European 
and American cities, back to his native island, and between the 
intra-diegetic and the extra-diegetic worlds – as he re-orients his 
notion of home, nation and cultural memory, and as he re-
positions himself (geographically, linguistically and culturally) 
within diasporic and hybrid contact zones. 

Combining Systemic Functional grammar with the 
quantitative approach of Corpus Linguistics, Elena Manca’s 
conducts a contrastive analysis of the linguistic and cultural 
perceptions of ‘space’ in two corpora of official tourist websites 
advertising Italy and Great Britain as tourist destinations. In 
order to explore the ways in which these two cultures express 
notions of space, the analysis focuses on the use of verb groups 
in the description of places and tourist attractions, such as parks, 
cities, and sea. 

Michele Peroni’s contribution investigates the genre of 
historical novels about World War I as a contact zone where 
different disciplines interact and have produced a lively debate 
informed by historical, literary and sociocultural issues. 
Focusing on the corpus of historical novels about World War I 
published between the 1990s and the years preceding the 
Centenary commemoration,	   this paper examines the role of 
literature in creating myths and transmitting the collective 
memory of wartime events, tackling the relationship between 
literature and historical discourse.  

Drawing on qualitative and quantitative data, collected 
through semi-structured recorded interviews and a web-based 
questionnaire, Giuliana Regnoli’s paper explores local and 
global ideologies of cultural contact surrounding accent 
perceptions in a transient multilingual community of Indian 
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university students located in Germany. The paper emphasises 
the transient aspect of the community in regard to the ‘us’ 
versus ‘them’ sociolinguistic conceptualisation and that 
attitudinal divergence in the form of dialect awareness within 
such communities may depend on in-group sociolinguistic 
affiliations or distance. 

The focal point of Mariaconcetta Costantini’s essay is the 
Victorians’ stereotypical view of France, which was 
strengthened by most British writers with the exception of the 
‘sensation school of fiction’. In the 1860s, sensation novelists 
such as Wilkie Collins, Mary Elizabeth Braddon and Ellen 
Wood refused to celebrate English superiority by supporting 
anti-French prejudices. On the contrary, their works reflect the 
deep influence of the French cultural system from a 
biographical, intercultural and meta-literary point of view. Thus, 
Costantini argues, sensation novels delve into non-binary, 
‘chiaroscuro’ Anglo-French contact zones. 

Exploring the world of US Underground comix, Chiara 
Polli’s paper addresses Robert Crumb’s Whiteman’s adventures. 
Polli conducts both formal and content-based analyses, by 
integrating the methodological framework of multimodality to 
address the interaction of visual and verbal semiotic resources, 
and Greimas’ tool of semantic isotopies to inspect the tension 
between the protagonist and multifaceted forms of otherness.  

Emanuel Stelzer’s «Transformative Touches in Tunis» 
examines the representation of Tunis as the multicultural hub of 
Northern African cities in two early-modern English ‘Turk’ 
plays: Robert Daborne’s A Christian Turned Turk (1609-1612) 
and Philip Massinger’s The Renegado (1624). Starting from the 
assumption that the representation of these cultures in contact is, 
of course, a Jacobean English construct, Stelzer investigates 
these plays from the point of view of the sense of touch, 
considered the most ‘bodily’ of the senses in the Renaissance. 
His analysis of «the sexual, mercantile, and ethno-religious 
exchanges involving acts of touching that are either staged or 
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evoked in the plays» sheds new light on the representation of 
otherness in early modern literature, culture, and society. 

Starting with the notion of skin as the contact zone between 
the individual body and the outer world, Cristina Gamberi’s 
paper focuses on the use of this corporeal metaphor in Doris 
Lessing’s autobiographical writings, in particular in Under My 
Skin. On the one hand, Gamberi addresses the implications of 
colonial and postcolonial issues in Lessing’s first volume of 
autobiographies and the way in which the writer manages the 
contradictions between private story and public history. On the 
other hand, Gamberi examines the relationship between female 
subjectivity and women’s self-representation. 

In Richard Brome’s A Jovial Crew (1642), Cristina Paravano 
individuates and analyses the places that allow us to encounter 
and gain insight into the lives of beggars in seventeenth-century 
England. In particular, Paravano’s paper throws light on 
Oldrents’s shelter, seen as an intercultural, interlingual and 
metatheatrical contact zone, where alternative social relations, 
cultural differences, and enriching linguistic exchanges can be 
experienced, negotiated and investigated. 

Addressing Italian L2 courses for refugees and asylum 
seekers, Carbonara and Taronna’s paper seeks to demonstrate 
that productive ways of constructing progressive, holistic and 
engaged pedagogy are increasingly necessary. It focuses on the 
use of English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) in the context of an 
Italian as a Foreign Language class and on the role that ELF 
may manifest either as a barrier or as a bridge, thus affecting the 
relationship between the Italian teacher and the migrant as a 
learner.  

In order to reflect on the figure of the woman reader in the 
18th and early 19th centuries, Greta Perletti’s paper brings 
together Pratt’s theory of intercultural contact zones and 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s «zone of contact», in which «a struggle 
against various kinds and degrees of authority» is internalized at 
the subjective level. Within this theoretical framework, the 
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woman reader becomes the catalyst for different types of 
discourse, characterised by different degrees of authority: the 
physiological and moral discourse at the core of the culture of 
fashionable sensibility, the medical and philosophical language 
insisting on female pathology, and the literary discourse to be 
found in some of Jane Austen’s novels. These ultimately 
challenge authoritative discourse as a form of dialogue and 
resistance that can trigger «the educational rather than 
pathological function of reading». 

The opening text, by Carla Locatelli, is a tribute to 
Alessandro Serpieri, distinguished intellectual and prominent 
scholar. This volume is dedicated to his memory. 

 
MARIA MICAELA COPPOLA 

FRANCESCA DI BLASIO 
SABRINA FRANCESCONI 



 



CARLA LOCATELLI 
 

UN RICORDO DI ALESSANDRO SERPIERI* 
 
Con piacere e commozione ho accettalo l’invito di Maria 

Coppola, Francesca Di Blasio e Sabrina Francesconi ad aprire 
questo convegno con un ricordo di Sandro Serpieri, e lo farò 
non in modo strettamente accademico, ma cercando soprattutto 
di esprimere i molti sentimenti che si affacciano alla mente pen-
sando a lui, alla sua figura di studioso, di maestro, di uomo.  

 
Ovviamente, basta poco per trovare su diversi media un pro-

filo di Alessandro Serpieri che delinei la sua eccellenza in cam-
pi molteplici della cultura letteraria, specialmente inglese, e la 
fama della sua ricerca teorica e semiotica, specialmente sul tea-
tro. È facile reperire sul web il suo ritratto di Professore di Let-
teratura Inglese all’Università di Firenze, di Presidente della 
Associazione Italiana di Anglistica, di Presidente della Associa-
zione Italiana di Studi Semiotici. Giustamente il web ne dà noti-
zia come di uno studioso di spessore internazionale la cui attivi-
tà di ricerca nell’anglistica spazia da Shakespeare agli Elisabet-
tiani e ai Metaphysical Poets (in particolare Donne); dai poeti 
romantici a Meredith; da T.S. Eliot, a Conrad. Inoltre, dalle ‘no-
tizie ufficiali’ si evince come lo sguardo investigativo di Serpie-
ri spazi dalla teoria del teatro, agli studi traduttivi e agli studi 
semiotico-performativi. L’impegno traduttivo è sempre stato per 
lui un binario parallelo a quello teorico. Per questo ne sono ve-
nuti risultati di grande finezza ermeneutica, espressioni di una 
notevolissima sensibilità estetica. 

 
Ciò detto, oggi scelgo di parlare brevemente di lui rivisitando 

il mio rapporto con lui: io allieva, lui mio maestro, e parlando a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
* Carla Locatelli ha ricordato Alessandro Serpieri all’apertura del Semi-

nario AIA 2017 (Trento-Rovereto). Si riportano qui verbatim le sue parole, 
nell’intento di conservarne la dimensione ‘viva’ di oralità. 
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voi, colleghe e colleghi, amiche e amici, che molto gli devono, 
per quanti, come me, hanno imparato dai suoi scritti, e per la 
generosità dei suoi rapporti umani e dei suoi preziosi e instan-
cabili stimoli culturali.  

Dopo tanti e motivati riconoscimenti pubblici, credo che nar-
rare tra le angliste e gli anglisti un mio sentito ricordo personale 
sia un buon modo per riflettere sul suo ruolo di intellettuale e 
maestro e per rappresentare, «holding the mirror up to nature», 
il suo ruolo di umanista del nostro tempo.  

Il suo lavoro richiederebbe un ben più ampio spazio critico, 
ma qui, oggi, parlo di lui come un’allieva piena di gratitudine e 
come un’amica. Sono qui anche come docente che per molti an-
ni ha condiviso con le mie allieve e i miei allievi la ricchezza 
del patrimonio esplorativo di Sandro Serpieri, nei confronti del 
romanzo, del teatro, della poesia, della critica. Sono contenta di 
ricordarlo in questo evento che mi porta con nostalgia a ripensa-
re soprattutto a tante sue relazioni come keynote-speaker ai con-
vegni dell’AIA e in moltissime altre occasioni di studio.  

È stato un privilegio averlo conosciuto fin dagli anni Settanta 
ed essere stata sua ascoltatrice, lettrice, ammiratrice, e sua allie-
va non solo nelle splendide lezioni dei suoi corsi, ma anche nei 
convegni dell’AIA e nel momento della fondazione della Asso-
ciazione Italiana di Studi Semiotici (AISS), con altri quattro 
grandi che vorrei menzionare: Marcello Pagnini, Maria Corti, 
Cesare Segre e Umberto Eco. 

 
Sandro (così si faceva chiamare dai suoi tesisti e colleghi), fu 

il mio direttore di tesi (un’analisi strutturalista dei sonetti di 
Spenser), e con un altro dei miei mentori accademici, Pagnini, 
mi introdusse alla storia della ricerca letteraria e della critica ita-
liana in un momento di fervide polemiche tra storicismo e strut-
turalismo.  

Il ‘Professor Serpieri’ mi sollecitò, fin dal primo anno di 
Università, ad approfondire le mie competenze letterarie per 
rompere dogmatismi interpretativi e rigide normatività erme-



Un ricordo di Alessandro Serpieri 

	  

17 

neutiche a favore di esposizioni multiple del testo e dei testi che 
– se studiati in quanto comunicativi – potevano benissimo esse-
re sia quelli della cultura ‘popolare’ che quelli esclusivamente e 
restrittivamente eruditi della ‘storia letteraria’ canonica.  

La valorizzazione semiotico-strutturale della comunicazione 
non affossava il valore dell’estetica ma apriva orizzonti nuovi 
per collegare, secondo ottiche inusitate, letteratura e società, 
malgrado agli ‘storicisti di ferro’ del tempo lo strutturalismo ita-
liano sembrasse, ingiustamente, un’evasione nel formalismo. 

Lessi i saggi di Serpieri su T.S. Eliot e Conrad con l’entu-
siasmo di chi si affranca da una tradizione di ipse dixit crociani, 
che – malgrado i meriti di Croce – instauravano un prevalente 
dogma ermeneutico italiano. Come ho detto, a quell’epoca, sto-
ricisti e strutturalisti si sfidavano in accesi dibattiti e agonismi di 
metodo. Quello che il Professor Serpieri mi proponeva mi parve 
un incoraggiante avvio sulla strada dello strutturalismo italiano 
e dei suoi futuri sviluppi nella semiotica della cultura e oltre. E 
fu quella la via che intrapresi, senza le chiusure che una ‘scuola’ 
restrittivamente intesa avrebbe invece potuto suggerirmi. San-
dro suggeriva, ma non imponeva; le sue allieve e i suoi allievi 
dovevano trovare la loro strada. 

Sandro Serpieri valorizzava, apprezzava, e incoraggiava il li-
bero pensiero, il lavoro diligente e creativo sui testi, la passione 
illuminata dalla ragione che motiva nel profondo lo studio della 
letteratura. Lo faceva coi colleghi più accreditati così come lo 
faceva coi suoi studenti. È una lezione di etica professionale che 
non ho mai dimenticato dopo averla tanto apprezzata. 

La sua curiosità scientifico-metodologica spaziava dall’an-
tropologia, all’estetica, dalla sociologia alla linguistica e alla 
psicanalisi. Così ci ha insegnato che non ci sono limiti alle lenti 
con cui studiare la letteratura: dal microscopio al telescopio, e 
che le lenti possono avere diversi colori. 

Da maestro, senza formalismi, senza supponenza, ma con 
benevolenza ci ha incoraggiato e rassicurato nei nostri sforzi 
sulla via del sapere. E questo lo dicono tutte le sue allieve e al-
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lievi che hanno poi intrapreso una carriera di insegnamento, 
universitario o meno. 

Così lo ricordo, e Sandro non cambiò nel tempo: era sempre 
mio maestro, anche se negli anni il nostro rapporto divenne 
un’amicizia sentita, semplice e preziosa. La sua generosità mi 
spinse a sentirmi un’allieva cresciuta ad essere collega, della 
quale mi disse ripetutamente di essere fiero (e mi faceva piacere 
proprio come quando me lo diceva mentre ero sua allieva!). 

 
Ho imparato tantissimo da lui: ho imparato a onorare l’intel-

ligenza, a non avere preclusioni investigative e a motivare 
l’amore per la letteratura in tutte le sue forme. Ho imparato da 
lui ad amare la crescita della conoscenza, non solo in me, ma 
anche nelle mie allieve e nei miei allievi. 

 
Grazie, Sandro!  
 

Carla 
 

 
Trento, 4 maggio 2017 



CARLA LOCATELLI 
 

THE (NON)PLACES OF WORLD EMPATHY:  
ARE THEY LITERARY CONTACT  ZONES? 

 
 
1. Cognition and Empathy in Contact Zones: Ontology, 

Ethics, and Politics of Communication. 
 
The title of this Conference (“Cultures, Literatures, and 

Languages in the Contact Zones”) highlights the notion of 
‘contact zones’ so I would like to focus on some preliminary 
issues about both the definition of ‘contact’, and the definition 
of ‘zones’, in relation to cognition and world empathy. 
Ontology, ethics and politics of communication will be 
addressed here as parts of the overall definition of ‘Contact 
Zones’. I would like to address – from a cognitive point of view 
– the empathic ‘drive to connect’, as formulated in one of the 
best-known poems by Adrienne Rich: «No one lives in this 
room / without confronting the whiteness of the wall / behind 
the poems […] Without contemplating last and late / the true 
nature of poetry. The drive / to connect. The dream of a 
common language.»1 Contact Zones, and the means and ends 
for establishing them, may be features of ‘a drive to connect’ in 
relation to ‘the true nature of poetry’, when poetry is implied as 
possibly the richest cognitive and empathetic achievement in 
human communication. 

In any case, I propose to elucidate several meanings of 
‘contact’ in a communicative setting, i.e., implicitly, in a plural 
possibility of ‘zones’ determined linguistically, semiotically, 
and poetically.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 A. Rich, Origins and History of Consciousness, in The Dream of a 

Common Language. Poems 1974-1977, W.W. Norton & Company, New 
York and London 1978, p. 7. 
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Furthermore, I also intend to interrogate who defines ‘zones’, 
since their determination is predicated in relation to a huge 
spectrum of different fields of knowledge and power, such as 
geography and politics, economics and physics, psychology and 
history. Related to this interrogation on the agents of ‘zone-
definition’ (the “who”), I question the purpose of each ‘zone-
mapping’, including the scope(s) of literature as a ‘zone’. 
Therefore, this is a meditation on the descriptive, epistemological, 
and ethico-political dimensions of ‘contact zones’. 

None of the two ‘umbrella concepts’ ‘contact’ and ‘zone’ 
can be reduced to monolithic meanings; however, they both are 
always linked to some form of subjectivity, whether the word 
‘contact’ is interpreted as an adjective (as in ‘contact zones’), or 
as a noun (as, for example, in ‘computational contact’), and/or 
whether the word ‘zone’ is interpreted as a cognitive or spatial 
‘mapping’, which in itself implies also a teleological exercise on 
the part of some agency. 

Furthermore, in both the humanist and post-human context, 
the notion of ‘contact zones’ can point toward empathy, which I 
propose to address after focalizing on some notions of 
subjectivity which would render empathy possible. What type of 
subjectivity can we refer to? Humanist subjectivities, and/or 
post-human ones? They would predictably involve different 
ways of defining and looking at ‘contact zones’.  

To this end, think of the dichotomy of ‘body and soul’ as 
coordinates of a Eurocentric humanist definition of subjectivity 
(starting with Psyché and Sôma), and think about anti-
essentialist ‘subjective positionality’, and/or ‘data made flesh’ 
as implied in Cyberpunk novels such as William Gibson’s 
Neuromancer,2 or as described by Katherine Hayles in How We 
Became Posthuman.3 What follows is, as I said, that ‘contact 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 W. Gibson, Neuromancer, V. Gollancz, London 1984. 
3 N.K. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, 

Literature, and Informatics, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1999. 
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zones’ would refer to very different semantic creations and 
spaces. 

In short: how are virtual ‘contact zones’ different from 
corporeal ones? It is well known that in relatively recent 
theories, developed especially in the Twentieth Century as a 
result of a resistance and critique of the Cartesian distinction of 
body and mind (and res cogitans and res extensa), new ideas of 
subjectivity have emerged. So, nowadays most questions focus 
on how non-essentialist, fragmentary, positional and “techno” 
definitions of subjectivity address the demands for the 
recognition or the erasure of corporeality.  

Among many who have developed and discussed this issue I 
am thinking about seminal works by Gilles Deleuze and Michel 
Foucault, 4  but also of the more recent and groundbreaking 
contributions of Donna Haraway, George P. Landow, J.M. 
Balkin, and the already mentioned Katherine Hayles. She has 
highlighted the fact that «information is conceptually distinct 
from the markers that embody it, for example newsprint or 
electromagnetic waves. […] In a literal sense, technologies of 
inscription are media when they are perceived as mediating 
[…]».5 Obviously, then, the issue regards the clear identification 
of the objects and/or subjects involved in such a «mediating».  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4  G. Deleuze, Spinoza, Practical Philosophy, City Light Books, San 

Francisco 1988; Choreography and Corporeality, Palgrave, London 2016. 
‘Corporeality’ is a focal point in all of Michel Foucault’s works; I am 
mentioning here only some of his most popular publications: An Archeology 
of the Human Sciences (1969), Vintage Books, New York 1973; The History 
of Sexuality, Pantheon Books, New York 1978; Naissance de la biopolitique. 
Cours au College de France 1978-79, Gallimard-Seuil, Paris 2004; M. 
Foucault and N. Chomsky, The Chomsky-Foucault Debate: On Human 
Nature, W.W. Norton, New York and London 2006. 

5 K. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman..., pp. 25-26; G.P. Landow, 
Hypertext 2.0. the Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and 
Technology, The Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore and London 
1997; J.M. Balkin, Cultural Software. A Theory of Ideology, Yale University 
Press, New Haven and London 1998.  
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Corporeality is not to be confused with the humanist idea of 
the ‘human body’, but basically implies a ‘body subject-object 
of interpretation’. Body is literally ‘Corpus’ and works as such 
(i.e., as an informational body, and as a ground of interpretation). 

Furthermore, corporeality can inscribe in the notion of 
‘contact’ the empathetic possibility that would be normally 
excluded from ‘contact’ through information technology as pure 
data transmission, or as part of an abstract series of semiotic 
models of communication (such as the ones inaugurated by 
Shannon and Weaver). 6  Even in a post-human horizon, 
communication among humans-posthumans, and humans and 
machines differs from the communication between machines 
and machines, since post-humans are defined by an integration 
of machine and body.7 

Where is a difference in the human-machine interaction 
compared to the human-human interaction? Is it in the 
possibility of making mistakes/errors? 8  And how are they 
different? The sophistication of complex organizations of 
information, of ‘non-corporeal’ semantic webs, and the by now 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

6 A very successful model of communication was mapped out in 1949 by 
Claude Elwood Shannon and Warren Weaver, two mathematicians who 
emphasized its three basic components: the channel, the medium, the code. 
They also highlighted two important aspects of communication: redundancy 
and entropy. This model is applicable when the channel changes, so it can be 
used in analyzing communication through different media. Another model of 
communication was formulated in 1948 by Harold Lasswell, a political 
scientist of the Chicago School who was primarily interested in the socio-
political aspects of mass communication. The components of his model can 
be summarized in a formula: «Who / Says What / in Which Channel / to 
Whom / with What Effect». See: J. Fiske, Introduction to Communication 
Studies (1982), with an Introduction by Henry Jenkins, and Contributions by 
Ron Becker, E. Levine, D. Newton and P. Wilson, in the 3rd Edition, 
Routledge, London and New York 2011; U. Eco, A Theory of Semiotics, 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington (IN) 1975. 

7 D. Haraway, Manifesto for Cyborgs (1985), in Primate Visions: Gender, 
Race, and Nature in the World of Modern Science, Routledge, New York 
1989. 

8 C. Locatelli, ‘On Truth and Lying’ in a Literary Sense: Thinking or 
Tinkering?, «Humanities Bulletin», 1 (November 2018), 2, pp. 156-177. 



The (Non)Places of World Empathy	   23 

achieved demise of the simple, basic image of a semiotic model 
(addresser-message-addressee), makes one wonder what the 
difference is between dialogue and talking-back. Dialogue can 
go wrong, because humans misunderstand each other in 
embodied communication, whereas virtual talking-back cannot, 
as it implies a retrieving of recorded communication, along 
already established lines of communicative exchange. 

 
 
2. Back to Rich’s Poem: Are We “contemplating last and 

late/ the true nature of poetry” in Our Contact Zones? 
 
In the cultural context outlined above, one can also wonder if 

the difference between literary and ordinary communicative 
interaction is just a matter of translatable formal traits of 
discourse. In simple words: can information technology write 
poetry? In my opinion, the informational redundancy of poetry 
interrogates the limits of human and (post)human communication, 
whereas information technology’s goal is that of reducing 
redundancy, and producing effective communication, even in 
imitating poetical patterns. Some kind of “poetry” can be 
produced technologically (it should be better to say “re-
produced”), by a virtual ghostwriter, but the possibility of 
interrogating the limits of human experience and cognition 
would be lost in the production of poetical objects that do not 
confront “the whiteness of the wall” (Rich). 

The informational redundancy of “poetry” (understood in its 
broadest sense, so as to include different media and genres), 
seems to me a distinctive feature of human-(post)human 
communication, and articulates the possibility of dialogue seen 
as reciprocal, ethical and poetic cognition.9  

“Reciprocal” communication does not produce a mere 
talking back, so that a truly open dialogue is the only 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

9	  From now on I will use the term (post)human to include ‘human’, as we 
have become, and still are post-humans. 
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(post)human possibility of resisting ‘fake news’. The very 
protection of scientific integrity depends on dialogue, in the 
sense that an ethical component can be involved in the 
development of technological processes.10  

Today, the sparse economy of informational exchange 
(which programmatically resists ‘noise’), coexists with the 
structural feature of ‘big data’ communication, which, 
ultimately, blurs the distinction of qualitative vs. quantitative 
information in scientific processes. But the question about who 
verifies ‘fake news’ is not only about measuring information 
data; it is both cognitive and ethical. Is informational ethics a 
mere issue of consensus? This way, would ethics lose the plural 
inscribed in its term (‘ethics’), in favour of the rule of a singular 
“common sense”? Is ethics (plural) turning into a majority 
morality (singular)?  

While semantic possibilities of response can be foreseen and 
mapped out in semantic webs (“talking back”), actual responses 
cannot be foreseen because, paradoxically, the human mind 
cannot keep up with the computational capacity and ensuing 
correct logic of a perfectly predictable, coherent response, and 
so can go wrong. “Errare humanum est”, Augustine said in his 
Sermones (164, 14), and it is true to this day. 

Human (i.e., corporeal) communication cannot be replaced 
by technologies of communication because humans often 
misunderstand each other, and constantly produce redundance 
and ‘noise’ in their communication contact. Both redundance 
and ‘noise’ are a problem in techno scientific communication, 
and therefore they are systematically avoided, at the cost of 
ignoring the code transformation potential that big computational 
data could provide. But, on the other hand, redundance and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 In the context of the recent achievements in data-intensive elaboration, 

one of the issues with automation in scientific communication regards 
verification. Thus, an ethical problem is intertwined with technological 
achievement in the development of the scientific process. So: can/should 
ethics be inscribed in it? And if so, how? 
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‘noise’ are at the core of innovation in literature; we could say 
that ‘noise’, up to a point, is what makes literary communication 
positively ambiguous, ambivalent, unverifiable. ‘Intelligent’ 
machines rule out most of the ‘silly’ possibilities that human 
communicative redundancy produces, but don’t they, by the 
same move, block most of truly creative, unexpected and 
innovative associations? In short, and with an obvious degree of 
simplification, literature is creative, redundant and emphatic; 
data are highly informative and predictable.  

My thesis, which I will go on addressing here in some of its 
manifold implications, is that even post-humans are different 
from machines because we can still make unforeseeable and 
inconsistent communicative mistakes, and thus establish erratic 
‘contact zones’. I also highlight the fact that literature is the 
‘zone’ in which codes can be radically questioned and 
transformed while being used, even beyond a mere descriptive 
meta-language, which is by now also a prerogative of 
computational communication systems. Literature interrogates 
the limits of invention and cognition not in order to foresee and 
enlarge the possibility of talking back, but in order to challenge 
the talking back. 

I think that humans can (sometimes) count their inconsistent 
redundancies and misunderstandings as creativity, as an 
inventiveness which subverts the mapped and fairly solidified 
codes that articulate pervasive techno-web transmission. Techno 
codes obliterate the gaze capable of ethically distinguishing 
perceptive facts from fiction. Experience for machines is 
memory; experience for (post)humans is unreliable and/or 
unverifiable memory, and transformative perceptual and 
cognitive change. 

After all, Christopher Marlowe told his story about human 
cognition a long time before media-technology was invented, 
and before media-philosophy came to question it. He stated: 
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«What we behold is censured by our eyes».11 He knew about the 
intrinsic limitations of human knowledge, but he kept writing, 
because that was the only way to resist such censorship. Samuel 
Beckett echoed this human quandary at the end of The 
Unnamable (1952): «I can’t go on, I’ll go on», and he called 
this (post)human predicament «the obligation to express», even 
where «there is nothing to express, nothing with which to 
express, nothing from which to express, no power to express 
[…]».12  

 
 
3. ‘Emphatic Epistemologies’ and Literature as a Locus of a 

‘Postmodern’ Transcendence. 
 
What are the epistemologies that could elucidate the ways in 

which we imply ‘zones’ while defining communication, and  
examining it? What happens when we look at communication 
not just as a mere linguistic space, or as the space of literary 
loci, but thinking of ‘zones’ as ineliminable components of 
(post)human communication?13  

In the late Seventies, Jacques Derrida put forward a basic 
statement and an ensuing question regarding language which 
can be taken as a methodological point for philosophical 
investigations of communication. Derrida writes: «Does the fact 
that language can determine things only by spatialising them 
suffice to explain that, in return, language must spatialise itself 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

11 C. Marlowe, Hero and Leander, line 174, in Ero e Leandro, trans. G. 
Baldini, Einaudi, Torino 1965, p. 32. 

12 S. Beckett, L’innomable, Editions de Minuit, Paris 1952; first published 
in English as The Beckett Trilogy: Molloy – Malone Dies – The Unnamable, 
John Calder Publisher Ltd., London 1959; Three Dialogues, in Disjecta 
Miscellaneous Writings and a Dramatic Fragment, ed. by Ruby Cohn, John 
Calder, London 1983, p. 139. 

13  I addressed some of these issues in my essay Rappresentazione, 
narratività e linguisticità dello spazio, in C. Locatelli and F. Di Blasio (eds.), 
Spazi/o. Teoria, rappresentazione, lettura, Editrice Università degli Studi di 
Trento, Trento 2006, pp. 3-24. 
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as soon as it designates and reflects upon itself?»14 This statement, 
which is also a question, highlights a very basic ‘zone’: that of 
linguistic ontology.  

Language works, if you allow me the coinage, by ‘space-
alising’, and to the extent in which it may space-alise itself.15 In 
other words, the linguistic spaces and their inevitable time-
articulation are the ontological conditions for language to 
function. I will add: these ‘spaces’ are located at different levels 
of communication: 1) at the level of language (as a web); 2) at 
the level of discourse (as the foundation of a narrative 
concatenation), and 3) at the level of the representation of space 
in the ‘chronotopes’ of all literary and non-literary productions.16  

At the level of discourse and representation these ‘spaces’ 
become ‘zones’, because they appear as always already 
interpreted, and therefore as manifestations of some teleological 
drive to interpret. At the ontological level, it does not matter (as 
much) if a ‘space’ is ‘material’ or ‘virtual’, since both depend 
on ‘space-alisation’, which is the Ur-zone of language, the zone 
of linguistic possibility. But even a virtual basic space becomes 
a ‘zone’ when described in techno-scientific terms; for example, 
referring to ‘nets’; ‘patterns’, and when speaking of ‘texts’ as 
‘flickering images’ (Hayles).  

Probably, what the metaphors of ‘nets’, ‘patterns’ and even 
‘texts’ still lack, in comparison with literary discourse and 
literary representation, is an evidence of figurality, and an 
empathetic connotation, which would prompt an emotional, 
rather than a logical response. Literature exhibits its figural 
statute, its metaphorical discursivity, and its cognitive 
ambivalence as features of the specific ‘zone’ which literature 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 J. Derrida, Writing and Difference, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London 

and Melbourne 1978, p. 16. 
15 I insist on the grapheme ‘space-alising’ in order to resist, but also 

highlight the homophonic ambiguity with ‘specialising’. 
16 C. Locatelli, Rappresentazione, narratività e linguisticità..., p. 3 and p. 

13. 
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occupies. Literature makes sense by deferring meaning and 
challenging predictable ‘patterns’ of communication. 

In Alterity and Transcendence, Emmanuel Lévinas stated: 
«Transcendence is a way for the distant to give itself».17 It is 
precisely in this sense that literature is transcendent: the 
“distant” of reference is brought to light. Literature always finds 
a «way for the distant to give itself» because it always dis-
locates reference; confuses temporal deictics, and “de-fers” (i.e., 
postpones and changes), the setting of communication between 
text and reader, and between reference and things. 18 Literature 
requires a ‘suspension of disbelief’ precisely in order to deliver 
‘the distant’. 19  Then we could ask why and what, in literature, 
operates towards the goal of conveying ‘the distant’. As a 
matter of fact, there are many reasons explaining The 
Knowledge of Literature. 20  There are explanations (but not 
demonstrations, according to the Aristotelean distinction), 
which would highlight the cognitive import of literature. In it 
we can find the gift of meaning promoting meaning, in the sense 
of the double substitution-addition (différance), that always in-
scribes literary meaning in meaning, thus showing the process 
of meaning-production as inherently marked by ‘the distant’. 

Literature provides a different and differed meaning; it 
provides a represented reference, and an implied meaning-of-
meaning, and ultimately, a potential ‘sense’. Barthes highlighted 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 E. Lévinas, Alterité et Transcendance, Fata Morgana, Paris 1995. In 

English: Alterity and Transcendence, trans. M.B. Smith, Columbia University 
Press, New York 1999, p. 3. 

18 Ibidem. 
19 S.T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, J.M. Dent, London; E.P. Dutton, 

New York 1960, p. 202. 
20 A. Locatelli is the Series Editor of the Ten Volumes of the Critical 

Series The Knowledge of Literature whose scope is that of highlighting the 
knowledge required to decode literary texts, as well as the knowledge 
literature provides (through the complexity of its dislocated communication).  
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in his early works the ‘second order of meaning’ that Literature 
conveys, and called them ‘mythologies’.21  

In literature, lexical units can mean according to usual 
referential terms; they talk about ‘things’ (concrete or abstract), 
but the sense of the meaning (of things) is endowed with 
ideological and cultural significance and value. This ‘sense’ of 
‘meaning’ expresses the ideology of communities and/or of 
individuals. Meaning becomes ‘sense’ through a cultural and 
personal phenomenology of meaning-appropriation and meaning-
exchange. In this sense, literature is ideological. 

Thus, literature makes sense not just in the ordinary way in 
which it is acknowledged as a social function of ethnic/national 
cohesiveness, or political identification (as ‘emancipation 
literature’, and/or ‘resistance literature’, etc.), but also in the sense 
in which it makes the world accessible as an understandable 
reality, through the fiction of its representations.  

 Because of these diverse and important cultural functions, it 
‘makes sense’ to teach Literature, and literature ‘makes sense’ 
in the semiotic logic and philosophical purpose of inscribing a 
differed meaning in the referential meaning of its lexical and 
grammatical descriptors (descriptions in literature are always 
‘distant’, removed from immediacy), and because of its 
pragmatic descriptions (descriptions in literature are always 
persuasive; they always ask for the ‘suspension of disbelief’, 
and they mostly aim at some sort of persuasion, about the fact 
that the fictional world literature describes and performs exists 
as real.22 Furthermore, the inscription of ‘sense’ in meaning is 
‘the pleasure of the text’, the text being an object that does not 
exist as a material object per se, but exists as an object 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 R. Barthes, Mythologies (1957), Seuil, Paris 1970. Partial translation in 

English by Annette Lavers, Hill and Wang, New York 1973; translation of 
remaining essays: The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies, trans. Richard 
Howard, Hill and Wang, New York 1979.  

22 C. Locatelli, In(de)scrizioni in C. Locatelli and G. Covi (eds.), Descri-
zioni e iscrizioni: politiche del discorso, Editrice Università degli Studi di 
Trento, Trento 1998, pp. 13-65. 
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construed by interpretative projections. This is why, as Derrida 
suggests, a text is always already a ‘volume’.23 

We read literature because it literally ‘makes sense’. This is 
the ‘contact zone’ of language (as a linguistic system), meaning 
(as a referential datum), and ‘sense’ (as the enjeu of (post)human 
communication processes). Gémino Abad, a Filipino poet, 
describes the relationship between language, meaning and sense 
in literature as follows: «What is most elusive may be the real / 
[…] What may be – de hominum natura, of letters, / where all 
things live and have their being, / but only as imagined».24 
Imagining and reading literature is an empathetic decoding of 
the «alphabet soup in our bloodstream», as Abad suggests in 
another poem, called Project Genome: « […] we’re yet unread- 
/ that alphabet soup in our bloodstream / which if a Watson and 
Crick could read, / we might on the instant our being excrete». 25 
The complex ambivalence of the poem tells us that if we ever 
reach the goal of ‘reading ourselves’ through the decoding of 
«that alphabet soup in our bloodstream», «we might on the 
instant our being excrete». Does ‘excrete’ mean that we 
eliminate our sense of self as a useless excess? Or/and does that 
mean that we release our inner sense of self? Is that the end or 
the representation of interiority and intentionality? Anyways, 
we should remember that literature survives because we are 
always “unread”. 

 Questions about interiority and intentionality are recurrent 
and relevant in Twentieth Century philosophy. As a matter of 
fact, Lévinas calls to our attention the specific implication of 
transcendence and intentionality: «The transcendence of things 
in relation to the lived intimacy of thought […] is opened, but is 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 «But is it by chance that the book is, first and foremost, volume?» J. 

Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
London 1981, p. 25. 

24 G.H. Abad, Project Genome in Where No Words Break. New Poems 
and Past, The University of the Philippines Press, Diliman, Quezon City 
2014, p. 3. 

25 G.H. Abad, Where No Words Break. New Poems and Past, p. 107. 
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also traversed by intentionality. It signifies distance as much as 
it does accessibility. It is a way for the distant to be given».26 
Openness and de-termination, distance and accessibility articulate 
the cognitive and ‘pathetic’ (i.e., moving), modality of human 
thinking. Literature makes a plurality of worlds, cross-pollinates 
ideas, and makes feelings accessible, while highlighting their 
distance from the ‘here and now’ of reading. In this prerogative 
of distance, literature can open zones of reflection and 
subsequent dialogues that would be barred from access through 
religious or juridical texts, if they are taken as non-interpretable 
absolutes of faith, or as universal self-evident principles. 

If we ask what makes the literary encounter different from 
the material encounter with another human being, we would 
find a difference of accessibility, but not so different, because of 
the interpretative base of accessibility itself. In fact, my point 
here is that both the gaze accessing the other human being, and 
the gaze of reading literature require cognitive attention, desire 
to understand, and interpretative openness. There is an ethics of 
contact in human interaction, and there is an ethics in/of 
reading. 

Lévinas tells us that the face of the other calls into question 
the self-sufficiency of the individual ‘I’, inasmuch as what I see 
is also returning to me the very possibility of my gaze: «The 
first obvious thing in the other’s face is the directness of 
exposure and that defenselessness. The human being in his face 
is the most naked; nakedness itself. But at the same time, his 
face faces.»27 In this sense, I suggest that reading is the facing 
of a text which exhibits itself as a present distance, but not as 
‘nakedness itself’ (i.e., not quite as ‘a face that faces’). A 
literary text does not provide the reciprocity of gaze that a 
human face seen by a human provides; it is always a mediated 
encounter, one literally non-immediate; one requiring obedience 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 E. Lévinas, Alterity and Transcendence, p. 3, italics added. 
27 Ivi, 163. 
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to the basic law of linguistic linearity ‘to get the full picture’, 
which is always a picture of the other as ‘the distant’.  

Lévinas spoke of the ‘epiphany of the face’: i.e., of an 
entirely human revelation; James Joyce spoke of literary 
‘epiphanies’, not necessarily in relation to faces, but as the 
effect of an aesthetic achievement; Gertrude Stein changed the 
rules of literary portraiture (the portrait being a revelation of 
some sort), and Beckett spoke of the epiphanies of the failed 
gaze. There are important differences in these ‘epiphanic 
apparitions’, but all of them reveal the ethical and/or 
psychological implication of a gaze. But in all these literary 
instances, the gaze determines a ‘contact zone’. 

Lévinas highlights the profound ethical implication of the 
gaze when he writes:  

The face looks at me, calls out to me. It claims me. What does it ask 
for? Not to leave it alone. An answer: Here I am. My presence, of no 
avail perhaps, but a gratuitous movement of presence and 
responsibility for the other. To answer, Here I am, is already an 
encounter with the face.28  

In the light of this Lévinassian teaching, I believe that “the 
gratuitous movement of presence” determines contact zones 
ethically, not just perceptively.  

In Stein the gaze aspires to be omniscient (also a Joycean 
aspiration); the portrait of the other is ultimately a self-portrait, 
a narcissistic exercise which makes of the ‘here I am’ a closed 
tautology: here I am; by/for myself, here and now. Stein writes: 
«There is all there is when there has all there has where there is 
what there is.»29 Here, the portrait becomes nonfigurative,; the 
loss of features is the price of the desired omnipotence over the 
object of the gaze.  Through a paradigm of abstract deictics, or 
through deictics implicating a phenomenology of objects 
evoked only through textual synecdoches the opposition of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

28 Ibidem. 
29 G. Stein, Portrait of Mable Dodge at the Villa Curonia, Estro Editrice, 

Firenze 1993, p. 11. 
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material and immaterial is collapsed. There is no facial feature 
any more in the portrait of a face dissolved by the self-
appointed omnipotence of one’s gaze. The Authobiography of 
Alice B. Toklas is Stein’s autobiography (a ‘self-portrait’), not 
without the usual Steinian irony providing portraitures in 
relation to pragmatic psychology, which she knew extensively 
as a student of William James. She is telling us that an-other 
autobiography is her own, and that the conditions of possibility 
of the gaze imply the possibility for the gaze to return to itself.  

In one of his early novels (Murphy, 1938), Beckett addresses 
the issue of the reciprocal gaze, and, by making its reciprocity 
fail, produces a dramatic accent on the lack of a ‘responsibility 
for the other’, because of the missed possibility of the 
‘encounter with the face’:  

The last Mr. Murphy saw of Mr. Endon was Mr. Murphy unseen by 
Mr. Endon. This was also the last Murphy saw of Murphy. […] The 
relation between Mr. Murphy and Mr. Endon could not have been 
better summed up by the former’s sorrow at seeing himself in the 
latter’s immunity from seeing anything but himself.30  

What is amazing in this short passage is that the deictic 
referring to Murphy and Endon as ‘the former’ and ‘the latter’ 
makes it clear that they are reciprocally involved, in a sort of 
short-circuit that absolves the lack of ‘responsibility for the 
other’, but without erasing the longing for a reciprocal gaze. To 
corroborate this interpretative stand are the words gushing out 
of Murphy at Endon’s bedside: «“the last at last seen of him / 
himself unseen by him / and of himself”». ‘The last seen of 
him’ is also ‘the last seen of himself’. Not seeing the other 
seeing you means not seeing yourself. The speaking subject is a 
Murphy «who did not speak at all in the ordinary way unless 
spoken to, and not always even then».31 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 S. Beckett, Murphy, Picador Edition, London 1973, p. 140. 
31 Ibidem. 
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I will mention in passing how the mutilation of the reciprocal 
gaze, and the systemic lack of the answer ‘here I am’ uttered to 
some other human being (or machine), is typical of the passive 
or merely instrumental exposure to television and other media 
where corporeal contact is lacking. 

 
 
4. Empathy as World Awareness in Building Contact Zones 
 
I propose to conclude my discussion of ‘contact zones’ 

focusing on the level of cultural politics. Obviously, it would 
require a much broader space than the one allowed here, and it 
should be enriched by contributions from anthropology, 
sociology and political science. However, I will briefly hint at 
the fact that in our surmodernité we construct ‘zones’ according 
to specific material interests of ‘contact’.32 Both ‘contacts’ and 
‘zones’ are culturally determined by political, economic and 
financial dynamics. Even geography, or especially geography, 
underscores the fact that there is no neutral ‘geo-graphism’ as 
we have known for a very long time, at least since reading 
Mercatore’s maps of the known world.  

In the globalized world where we live, it is no surprise that 
several questions have come up concerning notions of ‘nation’, 
and if/how they are still impacting the mapping of ‘zones’ in the 
world. Several more questions have focused on what are the 
connotations that the idea of ‘nation’ carries with it.33 Is world 
globalization something different from a network of technological 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32  M. Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Super-

modernity, trans. John Howe, Verso, London-New York 1995.  
33	  The critical bibliographies on this issue are huge. I will just mention 

three seminal works on the topic: F. Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. 
Constance Farrington, Grove Press, New York 1968; B. Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, 
London 1983; P. Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A 
Derivative Discourse, Zed Books for United Nation University, London 
1986. 
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communication and ‘post-capitalist’ markets? Do they devoid 
the notions of ‘nation’ of meaning, and why is this happening at 
the moment in which some nations have achieved their 
independence after colonialism?  

I do wonder: in relation to what basic ideas of space (as: 
ground-s, area-s, region-s, countries, etc.) are ‘zones’ located? 
And how are they grounded (i.e., initiated, based, dealt with, 
engaged in, etc.)? From a speculative point of view, I suggest 
ethics to be the primary ground of the location of ‘zones’ as 
symbolically endowed, and I suggest political economy as the 
basis of the ‘ground’ of location understood as the 
establishment of zones mapped by territorial and financial 
interests. Therefore, the notion of ‘zone’ today does not 
necessarily reflect a self-determined naming, one stemming 
from criteria such as symbolic sharing, social identities, cultural 
traditions, historical pasts, and ethnic communities. Much in the 
same way in which the notion of ‘nation’ has been challenged, 
but is still upheld by resistance to globalisation by xenophobic 
nationalisms, and by national pursuits of independence from 
colonialism, the notion of ‘zone’ refers to spaces with opposite 
connotations: the territorial object of a potential ‘in-closure’ in 
the globalisation web, or the excluded (rather than exclusive) 
space of ‘marginality’.  

Literature and post-colonial theorists bring forward endless 
examples of these alternatives, and of their diachronic 
transformations. The mere adjective ‘postcolonial’, with its 
graphic instability (i.e., postcolonial, post-colonial, 
post(?)colonial), highlights the potential of a multiple reading of 
history and culture, and the so labeled ‘postcolonial literatures’ 
address relevant issues about language and history, equality and 
exploitation, inclusion and exclusion, and even orality and 
virtuality.  

I will use a Malay poem by Fadzilah Amin’s (Dance) in 
order to provide an interpretation which encompasses more than 
the description of a dance; I think it could point to the 
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ambivalence of communication of many South East Asians with 
American and Eurocentric colonialism, which made English a 
lingua franca, a feature of colonial arrangements: «We two are 
like partners in the ronggeng, / Approaching nearer, nearer and 
nearer / But just when one would think we’d meet at last, / We 
turn away, reverse our steps, withdraw.»34  The poem is in 
English, and thus shows both linguistic hegemony and a 
reciprocal fascination, but the rhythms «dance to the beat of the 
ronggeng», as the cultural critic Lily Rose Roxas-Tope 
brilliantly points out. Her reading of the poem emphasises the 
intrinsic resistance of Pidgin to Western linguistic and 
conceptual conformations. At the level of literary production 
Roxas-Tope underscores the fact that: «…code switching and 
vernacular transcriptions are the most common forms of 
appropriation» of ‘Standard English’. She also highlights the 
implications of these glolocal transformations: «With its class 
and racial contexts, Pidgin claims its alterity by signifying 
insistent difference and tenacity as a medium of communication 
in the margins.»35 

Furthermore, we must take into consideration that the 
‘contact’ between, and among ‘zones’ is always characterised 
by different types of mobility, within the globalised (but 
invisible to many) mobility of the market, which accommodates 
diasporas, desperate survival migrations, and upper-mobility 
nomadisms. In today’s material and virtual world the variety of 
openings or blocks the world entails, coexists with symbolic 
openings or blocks which stil de-fine and/or produce access or 
exclusions, albeit differently in time and space.  

Globalisation produces the circulation of material and 
symbolic objects and images, but does not valorize the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 F. Amin, Dance quoted in L.R. Roxas-Tope, (Un)Framing Southeast 

Asia. Nationalism and the Postcolonial Text in English in Singapore, 
Malaysia and the Philippines, University of the Philippines Press, Diliman, 
Manila 1998, p. 103. 

35 Ivi, p. 104. 
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distinctive features of symbols as determined and as making 
sense to different interpretive communities. As a comment on 
the ethics of inclusion, I will quote both Hannah Arendt and 
Gloria Anzaldua. Arendt’s analysis focuses on evacuees and 
exiles, and Anzaldua’s visionary longing focuses on the value 
and the achievement of a Creole transculturation. In her book 
The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), Arendt wrote:  

Only fame will eventually answer the repeated complaint of refugees 
of all social strata that nobody here knows who I am; and it is true that 
the chances of the famous refugee are improved just as a dog with a 
name has a better chance to survive than a stray dog who is just a dog 
in general.36  

The association of refugees and dogs highlights with 
dramatic and realist (i.e., with low metaphorical accuracy), the 
brutality of human labeling, on a scale of value determined by 
fame and by cultural privilege. Regarding exclusion, Arendt 
reminds us that there are always dogs more or less ‘famous’, 
and masters who determine fame. 

Gloria Anzaldua synthetises the positive transformation of 
cultural consciousness, which derives from the materiality of 
creolisation, a process of globalised proportions today: 

[…] this mixture of races, rather than resulting in an inferior being, 
provides hybrid progeny, a mutable, more malleable species with a 
rich gene pool. From this racial, ideological, cultural and biological 
cross-pollinization, an ‘alien’ consciousness is presently in the 
making. […] It is a consciousness of the Borderlands.37 

Indeed, we can ask: is ‘cross-pollinisation’ understood and 
celebrated as a positive feature of globalisation? Is it seen today, 
with the expansion of technological information, as the matrix 
of a potentially good world-consciousness, or is it seen as the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 H. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, George Allen and Unwin, 

London 1967, p. 287. 
37 G. Anzaldua, Borderlands - La Frontera. The New Mestiza, Aunt Lute 

Books, San Francisco 1987, p. 77. 
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reason for a reinforcement of a conscience of fear, that on the 
“Borderlands”  would only build walls?  

I am asking: Where does the world start, and where does it 
end? Where do (post)humans start, and where do they end? Do 
we really want the earth to be something more than the image 
produced by ‘artifactuality’38 which, even when representing 
ecological tragedies, makes them feel distant, so that our ‘zone’ 
keeps being our locus amoenus?  

Or do we want to make our “contact zones” the way to 
cosmic harmony? 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Jacques Derrida uses the term Artifactualités to indicate the syntheses 

of events performed in the news. See: Ecographies de la télévision: entretiens 
filmes, Editions Galilée/Institut national de l’audiovisuel, 1996; In English: J. 
Derrida, B. Stiegler and J. Bajorek, Echographies of Television: Filmed 
Interviews, Polity Press, Cambridge 2002. 



	  

	  

STEFANO EVANGELISTA 
 

CLASSICAL FRAGMENTS:  
THE GEOPOLITCS OF DESIRE AND DERACINATION  
IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH LITERATURE 

 
The French essayist and novelist Marguerite Yourcenar 

dedicated some of her most famous writings to the question of 
how the present comes to know the past, especially the classical 
past. In a 1954 essay entitled Le temps ce grand sculpteur (That 
Mighty Sculptor, Time), she reminds readers of the humbling 
fact that «we do not possess a single Greek statue in the state in 
which its contemporaries knew it»:1 antiquity has come down to 
us as a collection of fragments – broken buildings and 
monuments, discoloured statues, incomplete corpora of literary 
works. Far from bemoaning this situation, however, Yourcenar 
is fascinated by the process whereby time, by altering the form 
of material objects, participates in physically shaping them, 
therefore creating their distinctive meaning and value: 

On the day when a statue is finished, its life, in a certain sense, begins. 
The first phase, in which it has been brought, by means of the 
sculptor’s efforts, out of the block of stone into human shape, is over; 
a second phase, stretching across the course of centuries, through 
alternating phases of adoration, admiration, love, hatred and 
indifference, and successive degrees of erosion and attrition, will bit 
by bit return it to the state of unformed mineral mass out of which its 
sculptor has taken it.2 

A particularly striking feature in Yourcenar’s essay is her 
account of a distinctive type of sublime that she associates with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 M. Yourcenar, That Mighty Sculptor, Time, in That Mighty Sculptor, 

Time, Walter Kaiser (trans. in collaboration with the author), Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, New York 1992, pp. 57-62, p. 57. Subsequent references appear 
in parentheses in the main body of the text. The French is given in instances 
where the original formulation is of particular import. 

2 Ibidem. 
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the sculptural fragment, encapsulated in the concept of what she 
calls «involuntary beauty» («une beauté involontaire»): 

Some of these alterations are sublime. To that beauty imposed by the 
human brain, by an epoch, or by a particular form of society, they add 
an involuntary beauty, associated with the hazards of history, which is 
the result of natural causes and of time. Statues so thoroughly 
shattered that out of the debris a new work of art is born: a naked foot 
unforgettably resting on a stone; a candid hand; a bent knee which 
contains all the speed of the footrace; a torso which has no face to 
prevent us from loving it; a breast or genitals in which we recognise 
more fully than ever the form of a fruit or a flower; […] a bust with 
eroded features, halfway between a portrait and a death’s-head. This 
blurred body is like a block of stone rough-hewn by the waves; that 
mutilated fragment hardly differs from a stone or a pebble washed up 
on some Aegean beach.3 

The fragment holds the perfect revelation of how modernity 
comes into contact with the classic past, for the present’s 
knowledge of antiquity cannot but be partial, imperfect, and 
hidden behind the patina of history. The fragment is therefore 
the symbolically-charged space where not only different 
historical periods but different temporalities confront each 
other. Because of its very incompleteness, moreover, it is a 
perfect symbol for our desire for the past, with its psychological 
investment and sometimes perverse drives. It is no coincidence 
that in the previous passage Yourcenar presents the fragmentary 
survival of classical sculpture as a process of fetishisation, as 
the body is reduced to a foot, a hand, a set of genitals.  

Yourcenar humanises sculptural fragments. Fashioned to 
resemble organic life, they have themselves undergone «the 
equivalent of fatigue, age, and unhappiness»4. They have been 
subjected to the deliberate violence of Christian iconoclasts who 
have defaced and castrated them. They have, in other words, 
come to partake in the same natural cycles as human bodies – 
ironically perhaps, and stretching those decade-long cycles into 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Ivi, p. 58. 
4 Ivi, p. 57. 
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millennia – and it is for this reason that they evoke deep-seated 
emotional responses in the viewer such as a sense of sympathy 
and mourning that Yourcenar describes with heightened 
lyricism. A particularly vivid response captured by Yourcenar is 
triggered by the recognition of displacement: «The gods of the 
Parthenon, affected by the atmosphere of London, little by little 
are turning into cadavers and ghosts»5. Yourcenar refers here to 
the Parthenon or Elgin Marbles, which were brought from 
Athens to London in 1813. As they migrate from their native 
South to the metropolitan settings of modern European capitals, 
the fragments of antiquity gradually come to resemble the 
consumptive bodies of some of their very first nineteenth-
century viewers, suffering because of pollution and damp 
climates.  

The classical fragment is thus a quintessentially transitional 
space. It is the meeting point of the natural elements – stone, air 
and water – that determine its interplay of life and death, 
presence and absence – for the missing part of the fragment 
holds as much meaning as the part that is actually there. It is 
caught between beauty and ugliness, form and formlessness, or, 
to translate this dualism in aesthetic terms, between realism and 
abstraction. Moreover, because it can only exist out of context, 
the fragment takes the viewer right to the limits of knowledge: it 
is the physical manifestation of the border between what we can 
know experientially and what has forever disappeared or is 
beyond our grasp. Most topically for literary authors, because it 
is incomplete, the fragment opens itself to acts of writing and 
rewriting, where its spatial void is filled with text. This is what 
Yourcenar does in That mighty Sculptor, Time and even, 
arguably, in her most famous work, Memoirs of Hadrian 
(Mémoires d’Hadrien, 1951), where classical sculpture clearly 
provides inspiration for her reconstruction of a disappeared 
emotional life in antiquity.  
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The multi-faceted transitionality of the fragment, as 
envisioned by Yourcenar, provides an evocative case to test and 
extend Mary Louise Pratt’s notion of the «contact zone» as a 
stage for desire, conflict, misunderstanding and the playing out 
of asymmetrical power relations between different cultures.6 
Pratt’s famous definition of the contact zone overtly engages 
with literature and the question of literacy; but it is worth 
noticing that its original formulation occurs in the context of an 
analysis of a very material encounter between a twentieth-
century scholar and an early-modern Peruvian manuscript that 
had mysteriously made its way to the Danish Royal Archive in 
Copenhagen and had potentially lain forgotten there for 
centuries. The material histories of the journey of the 
manuscript and its modern rediscovery are left unexplored by 
Pratt but clearly inform her theoretical model on a deep level. 
Her notion of «contact», for instance, can be helpfully re-
embodied if we take into account the haptic desire that plays 
such a crucial role in appreciations of sculpture, which 
Yourcenar redeploys to great emotional effect. The fragment, 
like Pratt’s manuscript, is a spatial compression of the distance 
that separates cultures (the South and the North), as well as 
different historical eras. Its materiality provokes the desire to 
make physical contact with what is too distant from the observer 
or forever lost; in other words, to turn touch into an instrument 
to erase, even if momentarily and only imaginatively, the 
difference between self and other. The consumptive Greek gods 
of the British Museum, however, are a poignant reminder that 
the moderns’ taste for antiquity comes with its own very 
problematic narratives of exile and violence.  

In the course of the nineteenth century, as British 
geopolitical power grew, classical fragments came more and 
more frequently to stand for the emotional complexity involved 
in acts of intercultural encounter. The Parthenon Marbles 
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mentioned by Yourcenar, which were shipped to London by 
Lord Elgin, British Ambassador to Constantinople, during the 
Turkish occupation of Greece, in 1813, became the object of a 
public controversy. The first British viewers were unsure 
whether such maimed and ruined artefacts, which Byron 
famously dubbed as «Phidian freaks», could legitimately be 
classed as beautiful and should therefore be worthy of a place in 
the British Museum.7 It is significant that poets rather than 
scholars were the ones who had a truly transformative effect on 
how to read these works. John Keats – a poet, it is worth 
remembering, who did not have a classical education – was 
among the enthusiasts and, in a famous sonnet, he described his 
impressions evoking a sublime effect that looks forward to the 
openly post-romantic feeling channelled by Yourcenar: 

 
My spirit is too weak—mortality  
   Weighs heavily on me like unwilling sleep,  
   And each imagined pinnacle and steep  
Of godlike hardship tells me I must die  
Like a sick eagle looking at the sky.  
   Yet ’tis a gentle luxury to weep  
   That I have not the cloudy winds to keep  
Fresh for the opening of the morning’s eye.  
Such dim-conceived glories of the brain  
   Bring round the heart an undescribable feud;  
So do these wonders a most dizzy pain,  
   That mingles Grecian grandeur with the rude  
Wasting of old time—with a billowy main—  
   A sun—a shadow of a magnitude.8    
 
The fragmented statues must be admired because they are 

unstable: they are a «mingling», to use Keats’s language, of 
«grandeur» and «rudeness» (i.e. roughness or ruggedness), 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Lord Byron, English Bards and Scot Reviewers: A Satire, in J.J. 

McGann (ed.), The Complete Poetical Works, 7 vols, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford and New York 1980-93, I, p. 261. 

8 J. Keats, On Seeing the Elgin Marbles, in J. Stillinger (ed.), The Poems 
of John Keats, Heinemann, London 1978, p. 93. 
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which is his way of describing the visual effect created by the 
alternation of smooth and rough surfaces, whole and broken 
parts of the body of the Parthenon marbles. Keats wants to show 
that the rough or broken is just as intrinsic to the aesthetic value 
of the artefact as what has been perfectly preserved: indeed that 
the fragmented object tells a more powerful narrative about 
antiquity than the perfectly-preserved one because it makes 
visible its difficulty and distance, challenging the modern 
observer to impossible feats of the imagination and 
simultaneously liberating and frustrating desire. In the end of 
the poem, where the minimalist ekphrastic description of the 
object is broken by a series of dashes that introduce 
disconnected images («a billowy main – / A sun – a shadow of a 
magnitude»), the syntax mirrors the effect of fragmentation. As 
in Yourcenar, time stands in the centre of Keats’s meditation as 
the iconoclastic agent that operates beyond human control. 
Keats wants readers to appreciate that the act of destruction 
completes the work of the artist. And this fascination generates 
a perverse economy in the poem, in which the aesthetics of the 
abused body, conveyed by the battered surfaces and severed 
limbs of the statues, is transferred to the poet’s own body, 
which feels small and vulnerable when confronted with the 
sublime experience of time’s vast expanse.  

In this respect Keats’s sonnet On Seeing the Elgin Marbles 
explores some of the same emotions articulated in his more 
famous sonnet of epiphanic encounter with classical culture, On 
First Looking into Chapman’s Homer:  

 
Much have I travell’d in the realms of gold,  
   And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;  
   Round many western islands have I been  
Which bards in fealty to Apollo hold.  
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told  
     That deep-brow’d Homer ruled as his demesne;  
   Yet did I never breathe its pure serene  
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:  
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies  
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   When a new planet swims into his ken;  
Or like stout Cortez when with eagle eyes  
   He star’d at the Pacific—and all his men  
Look’d at each other with a wild surmise—  
   Silent, upon a peak in Darien.9 
 
The dynamics of the encounter are different, for Keats is 

talking about a text here rather than an object, and of course the 
impact of antiquity is further mediated through translation (the 
sonnet refers to George Chapman’s seventeenth-century 
translation of The Odyssey). But it is telling that, while the 
encounter with Homer conjures images of ruling, obedience and 
conquest, the materiality of the Elgin Marbles should result in 
images of violence, weakness and ill health, which convey not 
only the destructive agency of the elements but the violence of 
transculturation that the material fragment makes visible in its 
new alien English setting that necessarily perverts the 
conditions of its original production and display.  

Keats’s sonnet On Seeing the Elgin Marbles marks an 
important shift in taste that would be pushed into the 
mainstream by the eventual acquisition and public display of the 
Elgin Marbles by the British Museum in 1816:10 the roughness 
and imperfection of antiquity slowly but surely became easier to 
like and even more desirable than the smooth regular surfaces of 
the perfectly-preserved statue (which was usually Roman rather 
than Greek). While the latter had been favoured by the 
neoclassical standards that prevailed from the Renaissance to 
the eighteenth century, the former became a marker of romantic 
and post-romantic sensibilities. The canonical status that the 
Parthenon marbles acquired within Victorian Hellenism is 
reflected in Walter Pater’s essay on Winckelmann (1868), 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 J. Keats, On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer, in Poems, p. 64. 
10 For a full account of the controversy over the Parthenon marbles and its 

cultural significance see W. St. Clair, Lord Elgin and the Marbles, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 1983.  
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where they function as a metonymy for the achievement of 
Greek art: 

If a single product only of Hellenic art were to be saved in the wreck 
of all beside, one might choose perhaps from that «beautiful 
multitude» of the Panathenaic frieze, that line of youths on horseback, 
with their level glances, their proud, patient lips, their chastened reins, 
their whole bodies in exquisite service.11 

Pater’s sentimental plea is particularly poignant when we 
remember that the subject of his essay – the German art 
historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann – had in fact never seen 
these works, as his extremely influential writings on Greek art 
were entirely based on the collections of antiquities that were 
available to him in Rome, where he resided, and that he never 
travelled to Greece, where the Parthenon friezes and statues 
were still in situ in the eighteenth century. As Lene-Østermark-
Johansen has rightly noted, in choosing the Elgin marbles as the 
most representative or quintessential work of antiquity, Pater 
commits himself to a markedly romantic vision of Hellenism, so 
profoundly had those works become implicated with the literary 
avant-garde of the earlier nineteenth century.12 Like Keats, Pater 
plays on the temporality of the fragment, but he projects the 
narrative of loss forwards rather than backwards, imagining a 
future in which the material civilisation of antiquity (and maybe 
that of the present too: Pater leaves this point ambiguous) has 
totally disappeared, and one fragment only is called to distil and 
hold the aspirations, accomplishments and emotions of 
millennia of art history, and to act as the one point of contact 
between humanity as we know it and a future civilisation.  

The essay on Winckelmann is haunted by the image of the 
fragment as both an emotionally charged space for the 
encounter between different cultures and a symbol for the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

11 W. Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, D.L. Hill (ed.), 
University of California Press, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1980, p. 174. 

12 L. Østermark-Johansen, Walter Pater and the Language of Sculpture, 
Ashgate, Farnham 2011, p. 77. 
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function of uprooting in the making of culture. Pater is aware 
that the material encounter between modernity and antiquity 
generates narratives of displacement that work on multiple 
levels. In his biographical portrait of Winckelmann, which takes 
up a large portion of the essay, he insists on the emotional 
impact of Winckelmann’s migration from Germany to Italy in 
his quest after the remains of antiquity. Mobility no less than 
dedication to scholarship is the key motor behind 
Winckelmann’s success in transforming the history of antiquity 
as we know it. Pater characterises Winckelmann as 
«perplexed», on arriving in Italy, «with the sense of being a 
stranger on what was to him, spiritually, native soil.»13 Playing 
with the same inversion of time and space, he quotes a letter in 
which the German art historian describes himself as an exile in 
the modern world: «I am one of those whom the Greeks call  
ὀψιµαθεῖς. – I have come into the world and into Italy too 
late.»14 This sense of Winckelmann’s almost supernatural 
connection with a vanished world is amplified in a passage in 
which Pater compares Winckelmann’s remarkable intuition 
about Greek art to an act of divination: 

So, from a few stray antiquarianisms, a few faces cast up sharply from 
the waves, Winckelmann, as his manner was, divines the temperament 
of the antique world, and that in which it had delight. It has passed 
away with that distant age, and we may venture to dwell upon it. What 
sharpness and reality it has is the sharpness and reality of suddenly 
arrested life.15 

Pater is grappling with the puzzling fact that, even though 
Winckelmann had hardly seen any authentic works of Greek art 
and misattributed a large number of his examples, his powerful 
intuitions remained surprisingly valid even in the later 
nineteenth century, when the scientific study of antiquity, or 
Altertumswissenschaft, had completely changed the face of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

13 W. Pater, The Renaissance, p. 150. 
14 Ibidem. 
15 Ivi, p. 166. 
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classical scholarship. Here Pater envisages the death of classical 
civilisation as a shipwreck; and he expresses the loss of the 
classical past, in emotional terms, as the bereavement caused by 
a premature death. The bodies and body parts returned by the 
sea appear disturbingly human in this passage («a few faces cast 
up from the waves»; the «reality of suddenly arrested life»), 
creating an uncanny register that recasts the symbolism of the 
fragment in a macabre, Decadent key. 

The Decadent associations of the fragment highlighted by 
Pater would be developed later in the century by a number of 
other British writers associated with Aestheticism. The poet 
Eugene Lee-Hamilton (1845-1907) has not received much 
attention even in the contemporary critical revival of fin-de-
siècle literature. Yet in the late nineteenth century Lee-Hamilton 
acquired a considerable reputation as a skilled sonneteer and his 
early collections in particular attracted widespread critical 
favour, including the private endorsement of the influential 
critic and classical scholar John Addington Symonds.16 Lee-
Hamilton studied classics at Oxford before pursuing a 
diplomatic career that was delayed by a long period of illness 
that kept him bed-ridden for over a decade. His poem Waifs of 
Time (1882) repurposes Pater’s images of the «wreck» of 
antiquity in the essay on Winckelmann: 

When some good ship has long ago been wrecked, 
And the repentant waves have long since laid 
Upon the beach the booty which they made, 
And years have passed, and men no more expect, 
The sea will sometimes suddenly eject 
A solitary waif, defaced, decayed,  
On which in graven letters is displayed 
The old ship’s name which few can recollect. 
So, ever and anon, the mighty sea 
Which we call Time casts up upon our strand 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See for instance Symonds’s letters to Vernon Lee, dated 23 May 1880 

and to Eugene Lee-Hamilton, dated 29 February 1884, in H.M. Schueller and 
R.L. Peters (eds.), The Letters of John Addington Symonds, 3 vols., Wayne 
State University Press, Detroit 1969, vol. II, resp. pp. 635-56 and 884-86. 
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Some splendid waif of Greek antiquity. 
A headless god or Faun with shattered hand, 
From Art’s great wreck is suddenly set free, 
And stands before us all, serene and grand.17 

The sonnet looks backwards simultaneously to Pater – and, 
via Pater, to Winckelmann – and to Keats. Lee-Hamilton’s 
vision of the Greek artefact as «serene and grand» is a 
straightforward English adaptation of Winckelmann’s famous 
formula «edle Einfalt und stille Größe», which the German art 
historian used to sum up the chief characteristics of the Hellenic 
artistic ideal. However, the canons of Winckelmann’s 
neoclassical aesthetics are filtered through a romantic sensibility 
that not only envisages but values the antique body as 
«headless» and «shattered» – in other words, as a fragment – 
and that perceives this defacement of classical perfection as a 
sublime act, as it inscribes on the object a trace of the enormity 
of «Time» (tellingly capitalised in the text) and history. Lee-
Hamilton plays on the double meaning of «waif» as an 
unclaimed piece of property and «a person who is without home 
or friends; one who lives uncared-for or without guidance; an 
outcast from society» in order to humanise the classical 
fragment and imbue it with pathos.18 

For all its overt drive toward redemption – the poem 
concludes with the liberation of the classical object from 
destruction and oblivion, the triumph of the material return of 
antiquity conjuring the imagery of resurrection – it is impossible 
not to see a Decadent taste at work in this poem, which 
conflates the taste for Greek antiquity with elements of 
detachment and decay, violence and loss. No wonder that the 
influential critic George Saintsbury, reviewing the collection 
The New Medusa and Other Poems (1882) in which Waifs of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 E. Lee-Hamilton, Waifs of Time, in The New Medusa and Other Poems, 

Elliot Stock, London 1882, p. 115. 
18 «waif», OED Online, Oxford University Press, June 2017, www.oed. 

com/view/Entry/225085, last accessed October 21, 2017. 
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Time was first published, singled out a dominant note of 
«pessimism» that he connected to Lee-Hamilton’s own 
condition as an invalid: «It would be almost heartless to say that 
his book has given us pleasure, for its appeal lies mainly, if not 
wholly, in the faithful revelation of the author’s pain and the 
reproduction […] of his sufferings.»19 This reference to the 
suffering body of the poet recalls familiar images of Keats, 
helping us to see the evocative connections between the use of 
the classical fragment (by poets and critics) and the way in 
which body politics shaped British literary culture in the 
nineteenth century.  

Lee-Hamilton’s sonnet powerfully suggests the sense of 
spatial, as well as temporal, dislocation that the fragment 
embodies: as it turns up not only in a different historical epoch 
but on a foreign shore, the classical fragment is a figure of 
deracination and uprootedness. In other words, Lee-Hamilton 
conveys the full import of the geographical distance that 
separates antiquity from «our strand», emphasised by the tragic 
sea journey described in the octave. Here again Lee-Hamilton 
looked back to Winckelmann, who had concluded his History of 
the Art of Antiquity (Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums, 
1764) with a highly emotive comparison between the art 
historian contemplating the decline and loss of classical art and 
a woman watching the departure of her lover from the shore of 
the ocean:  

I have in this history of art already gone beyond its set bounds, and 
although contemplating the collapse of art has driven me nearly to 
despair, still, like someone who, in writing the history of his native 
land, must touch upon the destruction that he himself has witnessed, I 
could not keep myself from gazing after the fate of works of art as far 
as my eye could see. Just as a beloved stands on the seashore and 
follows with tearful eyes her departing sweetheart, with no hope of 
seeing him again, and believes she can glimpse even in the distant sail 
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Hamilton, «Academy», 23 (20 January 1883), 557 p. 36. 
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the image of her lover – so we, like the lover, have as it were only a 
shadowy outline of the subject of our desires remaining.20  

Winckelmann’s poignant use of the sea-shore reverberates in 
Waifs of Time alongside similar images that we have 
encountered in Yourcenar (the «mutilated fragment» as «a stone 
or a pebble washed up on some Aegean beach») and Pater («a 
few faces cast up sharply from the waves»). All these authors 
choose this quintessentially liminal location, which is 
simultaneously a point of arrival and of departure, and where 
the local and familiar gives way to the unknown, in order to 
stage the intellectual adventure of encountering a foreign culture 
– indeed encountering foreignness in its abstracted and most 
elemental form – by means of the fragment.  

One final example of this productive dialogue between the 
archaeological return of classical objects and the nineteenth-
century identity politics of uprootedness and migration, this 
time in a supernatural key, is provided by Vernon Lee’s short 
story Dionea (1890). A noted writer on aesthetics and close 
friend of Pater, Lee was also Lee-Hamilton’s half-sister and, as 
Catherine Maxwell has eloquently demonstrated, the siblings 
shared subject matter across their writings, notably their 
common interest in antiquities and fragments.21 Dionea is set in 
the present, in the Italian village of Porto Venere, where after a 
mighty storm, the locals find a little girl who has washed up 
from the sea as a result of the wreck of a mysterious foreign 
ship which they judge to be Greek by the fact that it has eyes 
painted on either side of the prow. In the course of the story the 
young Dionea reveals herself to be the reincarnation of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

20 J.J. Winckelmann, History of the Art of Antiquity, Harry Francis 
Mallgrave (transl.), Los Angeles, Getty Publications 2006, p. 351. 

21 See C. Maxwell, Vernon Lee and Eugene Lee-Hamilton, in C. Maxwell 
and P. Pulham (eds.), Vernon Lee: Decadence, Ethics, Aesthetics, Palgrave 
Macmillan, Basingstoke and New York 2006, pp. 21-39; and especially 
Second Sight: The Visionary Imagination in Late Victorian Literature, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester 2008, pp. 114-165. The latter 
contains a discussion of Dionea.  
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ancient goddess Venus, as she shrinks from Christian customs, 
seduces plenty of locals (including monks) and eventually 
bewitches a visiting German sculptor who ends up making a 
human sacrifice of his wife and throwing himself off a cliff. Lee 
writes in the tradition of Prosper Mérimée’s La Vénus d’Ille 
(1837), Heinrich Heine’s Les dieux en exil (1853) and Walter 
Pater’s Imaginary Portraits (1887), all of which imagine the 
return of pagan gods to the modern world in an uncanny and 
often violent key. What distinguishes Dionea from its 
predecessors, though, is the narrative of geographical 
displacement. The description of the first appearance of Dionea, 
given by the Italian narrator to an aristocratic correspondent 
whom he is trying to persuade to pay for the upbringing of the 
orphan, is worth quoting in full:     

Our people, kind as they are, are very poor, and overburdened with 
children; besides, they have got a certain repugnance for this poor 
little waif, cast up by that dreadful storm, and who is doubtless a 
heathen, for she had no little crosses or scapulars on, like proper 
Christian children. […] Poor little brown mite! She was picked up 
after the storm (such a set-out of ship-models and votive candles as 
that storm must have brought the Madonna at Porto Venere!) on a 
strip of sand between the rocks of our castle: the thing was really 
miraculous, for this coast is like a shark's jaw, and the bits of sand are 
tiny and far between. She was lashed to a plank, swaddled up close in 
outlandish garments; and when they brought her to me they thought 
she must certainly be dead: a little girl of four or five, decidedly 
pretty, and as brown as a berry, who, when she came to, shook her 
head to show she understood no kind of Italian, and jabbered some 
half-intelligible Eastern jabber, a few Greek words embedded in I 
know not what; the Superior of the College De Propagandâ Fidē 
would be puzzled to know. The child appears to be the only survivor 
from a ship which must have gone down in the great squall, and 
whose timbers have been strewing the bay for some days past […].22 

The description of Dionea as a «waif» opens up a rich 
intertextual dialogue with Lee-Hamilton’s sonnet. Lee, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 V. Lee, Dionea, in C. Maxwell and P. Pulham (eds.), Hauntings and 

Other Fantastic Tales, Peterborough Broadview, Ontario 2006, p. 78. 



Classical Fragments 

	  

53 

however, goes further than her half-brother by literalising the 
image of the fragment as human body or, mutatis mutandis, of 
the human body as fragment. But Lee also powerfully literalises 
the trauma of deracination: transculturation is for her an actual, 
embodied, experience, conveyed here by the use of powerful 
realistic detail. 

Through its open emphasis on uprootedness and exile, 
Dionea makes visible a nineteenth-century geopolitics that finds 
a new political relevance today, as the international media 
proliferate with stories of the Mediterranean turning up real 
human bodies, which bear their own traces of violence and 
exploitation, as they become the actual objects of geo-political 
power games of which romantic and post-romantic writers were 
already aware, even before the refugee crisis of the twenty-first 
century. From Winckelmann to Yourcenar, images of the 
seashore as a space of, simultaneously, desire and vulnerability 
that crop up insistently in the canon analysed here, probe the 
limits of classical knowledge but also of a culture’s sympathy 
with strangers, as Lee’s description of the «miraculous» 
retrieval of Dionea makes clear. The foundling’s touching 
inability to communicate in a language that is understandable to 
those who rescue her is the equivalent of the puzzlement of 
those English viewers who first gazed on the «rude» fragments 
of the Elgin Marbles. It shows how the return of antiquity 
challenges the present by stretching its imaginative empathy. 
The fragment reveals the fact that cultures are, in fact, always in 
migration and the product of migration, offering a cosmopolitan 
counter model for theories of cultural nationalism.  



	  

	  

 



	  

	  

GLORIA CAPPELLI 
 

PRAGMATIC AND LEXICAL SKILLS OF LEARNERS WITH DYSLEXIA 
AND EFL LEARNING 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Dyslexia is a specific learning disability caused by 

difficulties in manipulating phonological segments, which 
results in an unexpected discrepancy between cognitive abilities 
and literacy skills. It is neurobiological in origin and manifests 
itself with a variety of symptoms ranging both in quality and 
severity.1 Its best-known effects are poor decoding and spelling 
abilities and reduced graphemic competence. However, the 
International Dyslexia Association lists several secondary 
consequences, such as «problems in reading comprehension and 
reduced reading experience that can impede growth of 
vocabulary and background knowledge».2 

There is no universal agreement on the exact nature and 
causes of this specific learning difficulty. However, since it 
impacts first and foremost on the language system, it is 
necessarily a truly interdisciplinary field of research: a ‘contact 
zone’ between the neurosciences and theoretical and applied 
linguistics. In addition, research on dyslexia benefits from 
studies on literacy and textual interpretation at different levels, 
which offer a valuable heuristic point of view in identifying 
critical issues which would otherwise go unnoticed in typically-
developing readers.  

Such interdisciplinary research has highlighted several far 
from obvious difficulties, including poor executive functioning,3 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 F. Ramus, Neurobiology of Dyslexia: A Reinterpretation of the Data, 
«Trends in Neurosciences», 27 (2004), XII, p. 720. 

2  https://dyslexiaida.org/definition-of-dyslexia/, last accessed October 29, 
2017. 

3 S.F. Baker, J.L. Ireland, The Link between Dyslexic Traits, Executive 
Functioning, Impulsivity and Social Self-Esteem among an Offender and 
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issues in working memory capacity,4 processing speed and skill 
automatisation,5 vocabulary storage and retrieval,6 text 
comprehension,7 and in the control of attentive resources.8 Other 
studies have reported social and emotional problems, and a 
deficit in pragmatic abilities.9 However, these features are not 
shared by all people with dyslexia. It is therefore quite 
problematic to outline a generalizable cognitive and 
communicative profile of dyslexic learners. Nevertheless, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Non-Offender Sample, «International Journal of Law Psychiatry», 30 (2007), 
p. 492. 

4 A.D. Baddeley, Working Memory, Oxford University Press, Oxford 
1998; S.E. Gathercole et al., Phonological Memory and Vocabulary 
Development during the Early School Years: A Longitudinal Study, 
«Developmental Psychology», 28 (1992), V, p. 887. 

5 R.I. Nicolson, A.J. Fawcett, Dyslexia, Learning and the Brain, MIT 
Press, Cambridge (MA) 2008. 

6 G. Cappelli, S. Noccetti, Teaching Specialized Vocabulary to Dyslexic 
Adult Second-Language Learners: A Proposal for Multimodal Lexical Input 
Enhancement, in V. Bonsignori and B. Crawford Camiciottoli (eds.), 
Multimodality across Communicative Settings, Discourse Domains and 
Genres, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle upon Tyne 2016, pp. 37-
64; J. Kormos, A.M. Smith, Teaching Languages to Students with Specific 
Learning Differences, Multilingual Matters, Bristol 2012.	  

7 M.J. Ransby, H.L. Swanson, Reading Comprehension Skills of Young 
Adults with Childhood Diagnoses of Dyslexia, «Journal of Learning 
Disabilities», 36 (2003), VI, p. 538; F. Simmons, C. Singleton, The Reading 
Comprehension Abilities of Dyslexic Students in Higher Education, 
«Dyslexia», 6 (2000), III, p. 178. 

8 M. Lallier et al., Auditory and Visual Stream Segregation in Children 
and Adults: an Assessment of the Amodality Assumption of the ‘Sluggish 
Attentional Shifting’ Theory of Dyslexia, «Brain Research», 1302 (2009), p. 
132. 

9 C.B. Griffiths, Pragmatic Abilities in Adults with and without Dyslexia: 
A Pilot Study, «Dyslexia», 13 (2007), p. 276; T.R. Miles, D. Gilroy, E.A. Du 
Pre, Dyslexia at College, Routledge, London 2007;	   	  R.	  Cardillo, R. Basso 
Garcia, I.C. Mammarella, C. Cornoldi, Pragmatics of Language and Theory 
of Mind in Children with Dyslexia with Associated Language Difficulties or 
Nonverbal Learning Disabilities, «Applied Neuropsychology: Child» (2017), 
p. 1; G. Cappelli, S. Noccetti, G. Arcara, V. Bambini, Pragmatic Competence 
and its Relationship with the Linguistic and Cognitive Profile of Young Adults 
with Dyslexia, «Dyslexia», 24 (2018), p. 294. 
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getting a better understanding of such a profile is a crucial step 
towards effective and inclusive foreign language (FL) and 
literature teaching, since FL learning is often described as one 
of the most challenging experiences for people with dyslexia 
and associated difficulties.10 There is of course no evidence to 
support a «foreign language learning disability»,11 but the 
deficits in the aforementioned domains can explain some of the 
problems encountered by these learners in the L2 classroom. 
The latter are presumably non-specific to the development of 
the second language system and mirror difficulties observed in 
the native language system as well.12  

Much research on dyslexia focuses on the phonological 
deficit and its impact on L2 spelling, reading and listening 
comprehension.13 The present discussion tackles the role of 
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12 R.L. Sparks, Myths about Foreign Language Learning and Learning 
Disabilities, p. 252. 

13 T. Helland, R. Kaasa, Dyslexia in English as a Second Language, 
«Dyslexia», 11 (2005), I, p. 41; E. Soroli, G. Szenkovits, F. Ramus, 
Exploring Dyslexics' Phonological Deficit III: Foreign Speech Perception 
and Production, «Dyslexia», 16 (2010), IV, p. 318; P. Palladino, I. 
Bellagamba, M. Ferrari, C. Cornoldi, Italian Children with Dyslexia Are also 
Poor in Reading English Words, but Accurate in Reading English 
Pseudowords. «Dyslexia», 19 (2013), III, p. 165; P. Palladino, D. Cismondo, 
M, Ferrari, I. Bellagamba, C. Cornoldi, L2 Spelling Errors in Italian Children 
with Dyslexia, «Dyslexia», 22 (2016), II, p. 158; C. Dimililer, E. Istek, 
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lexical and pragmatic abilities in English as a foreign language 
(EFL). Section 2 introduces the complex nature of pragmatic 
abilities and their importance in some common foreign language 
learning tasks. Sections 3 and 4 discuss the preliminary results 
of ongoing research on pragmatic and lexical skills in a group of 
adult EFL learners. Section 5 draws some conclusions on the 
possible impact of impairment in these areas in the EFL 
classroom and offers suggestions for inclusive English language 
and literature teaching.  

 
 
2. Pragmatic Abilities and the Foreign Language Classroom 
 
Pragmatic competence is crucial for successful 

communication, since the ability to perform appropriately for 
the context depends on it. Efficient pragmatic processing 
requires performing many linguistic and cognitive tasks, 
including correctly matching forms to functions, choosing the 
appropriate register for the situation, and drawing inferences to 
recover non-literal and implicitly communicated information.14 
These are usually carried out automatically and go unnoticed in 
non-pathological conditions. Nevertheless, they require the 
rapid integration of linguistic and extra-linguistic contextual 
information and come with complex processing demands 
involving attention, memory, and mind-reading and inferential 
abilities.15 For this reason, pragmatic skills can be impaired in 
non-typically developing people who have a deficit in one of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Experiences of a Dyslexic Child in an English as a Foreign Language Class, 
«Quality & Quantity» (2018), pp. 1-8. 

14 M. Ariel, Defining Pragmatics, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge 2010; V. Bambini, Neuropragmatics: A Foreword, «Italian 
Journal of Linguistics», 22 (2010), I, p. 1; B. Stemmer, Neuropragmatics in 
the 21st Century, «Brain and Language», 71 (2000), I, p. 233. 

15 B.G. Bara, Cognitive Pragmatics, MIT Press, Cambridge (MA) 2010; 
D. Sperber, D. Wilson, Pragmatics, Modularity and Mind-Reading, «Mind 
and Language», 17 (2002), p. 3.	  
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these areas, with consequences for a range of everyday-life 
operations which are often taken for granted.  

Pragmatic deficits, or ‘dyshyponoia’,16 have been observed 
in various clinical populations.17 They have been associated 
with the inability to generate inferences, a tendency towards 
literal interpretation of non-literal language, difficulties in 
interpreting metaphors and idiomatic expressions, and the 
inability to grasp emotive aspects of language and the global 
meaning of a story from excerpts. They have also been linked to 
limited sensitivity to contextual cues and anomalies in language 
production such as verbosity or excessive synthesis, 
inappropriate language, and altered prosody in the most severe 
cases.18 

Pragmatic abilities play a crucial role in the language 
classroom and encompass different types of skills. On the one 
hand, social pragmatics is necessary for appropriate social 
behaviour, for instance in choosing appropriate register or to 
regulate speech (e.g. initiating conversation, taking turns, etc.). 
These aspects are vastly cultural-specific and can be explicitly 
taught. On the other hand, some of the underlying processes 
which allow people to recognise contextual cues are cognitive in 
nature and depend on the many and varied cognitive skills 
mentioned above.  

Inferential abilities, for instance, can be described as the 
ability to construct meaning by filling in information which is 
not explicitly provided in the communicative exchange. In other 
words, in non-pathological situations, we reach the intended 
meaning by deriving information from the context and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 M. Paradis, The Other Side of Language: Pragmatic Competence, 

«Journal of Neurolinguistics», 11 (1998), I-II, p. 1. 
17 Id., Cerebral Division of Labour in Verbal Communication, in D. 

Sandra, J.O. Östman, J. Verschueren (eds.), Cognition and Pragmatics, Vol. 
3, John Benjamins Publishing Company, Amsterdam and Philadelphia 2009, 
pp. 53-77; L. Cummings (ed.), Research in Clinical Pragmatics, Springer, 
Berlin 2017. 

18 M. Paradis, Cerebral Division if Labour in Verbal Communication. 
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integrating it with linguistic and encyclopaedic knowledge. 
Bridging and elaborative inferences are performed frequently 
and (apparently) effortlessly. Many activities carried out during 
foreign language learning rely on the learners’ efficient 
pragmatic processing. Inferring rules and regularities from 
examples, resolving reference ambiguity, deriving novel word-
meanings from the context, many reading and listening 
comprehension tasks (including those found in standardized 
tests), and appreciating figurative language in literary works are 
all examples of classroom activities which require good 
pragmatic skills, as well as vocabulary knowledge and well-
functioning working memory. 

Difficulties in some of these activities, as well as in 
phonological and syntactic processing, have been reported with 
reference to EFL learners with dyslexia.19 For this reason, 
investigating pragmatic and lexical abilities in this population 
seems relevant in order to improve our understanding of the 
obstacles on the path to successful foreign language learning.  

 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 F. Simmons, C. Singleton, The Reading Comprehension Abilities of 

Dyslexic Students in Higher Education;	   J. Nijakowska, Dyslexia in the 
Foreign Language Classroom; J. Kormos, A.M. Smith, Teaching Languages 
to Students with Specific Learning Differences; E. Schneider, M. Crombie, 
Dyslexia and Foreign Language Learning, 2012; A. Cardinaletti, F. Volpato, 
On the Comprehension and Production of Passive Sentences and Relative 
Clauses by Italian University Students with Dyslexia, in E. Di Domenico, C. 
Hamann and S. Matteini (eds.), Structures, Strategies and Beyond: Studies in 
Honour of Adriana Belletti, John Benjamins Publishing Company, 
Amsterdam and Philadelphia 2015, pp. 279-302; H. F. Pedersen et al., 
Reading Processes of University Students with Dyslexia – An Examination of 
the Relationship between Oral Reading and Reading Comprehension, 
«Dyslexia», 22 (2016), IV, p. 305. 
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3. A Pilot Study on Pragmatic Competence in Young Adults 
with Dyslexia 

 
This section discusses recent ongoing research carried out by 

a team composed of linguists and psychologists of the 
University of Pisa, the IRCCS Fondazione Stella Maris Pisa and 
the University School for Advanced Studies IUSS Pavia aimed 
at investigating pragmatic competence and its impact on EFL in 
learners with dyslexia.20 The largest body of research on 
dyslexia focuses on children’s spelling and reading abilities, 
morphological and phonological awareness and syntactic 
competence. Research on adults with dyslexia has seen a rapid 
growth in the past decade.21 To the best of my knowledge, only 
a few studies have focused on dyslexia and pragmatic abilities22 
and none has discussed the impact of pragmatic issues on FL 
learning. Greater attention has been devoted to dyslexia and 
lexical abilities.23 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Since the focus of the present paper is to discuss possible effects of 

pragmatic and lexical issues in the EFL classroom, the preliminary results of 
the pilot study are discussed in general terms. A thorough discussion is 
available in G. Cappelli, S. Noccetti, G. Arcara, V. Bambini, Pragmatic 
Competence, p. 294 

21 M. Rice, G. Brooks, Developmental Dyslexia in Adults: A Research 
Review, National Research and Development Centre for Adult Literacy and 
Numeracy, London 2004; E. Ghidoni et. al (eds.), Dislessia in età adulta, 
Edizioni Centro Studi Erickson, Trento 2012; T. Nergård-Nilssen, C. Hulme, 
Developmental Dyslexia in Adults: Behavioural Manifestations and Cognitive 
Correlates, «Dyslexia», 20 (2014), III, p. 191. 

22 C.B. Griffiths, Pragmatic Abilities in Adults with and without Dyslexia: 
A Pilot Study; K.H. Lam, C.S.H. Ho, Pragmatic Skills in Chinese Dyslexic 
Children: Evidence from a Parental Checklist, «Asia Pacific Journal of 
Developmental Differences», 1 (2014), p. 4; R. Cardillo et al., Pragmatics of 
Language and Theory of Mind in Children with Dyslexia with Associated 
Language Difficulties or Nonverbal Learning Disabilities; G. Cappelli, S. 
Noccetti, G. Arcara, V. Bambini, Pragmatic Competence, p. 294. 

23 A. Chen et. al, Individualized Early Prediction of Familial Risk of 
Dyslexia: A Study of Infant Vocabulary Development, «Frontiers in 
Psychology», 8 (2017), p. 156; S. van Viersen et al., Delayed Early 
Vocabulary Development in Children at Family Risk of Dyslexia, «Journal of 
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The questions that have guided the research deal with the 
existence of a pragmatic deficit in people with dyslexia, its 
relation to their verbal and non-verbal cognitive profile and the 
reflection of these findings on EFL learning in higher education, 
with special attention to vocabulary acquisition and reading 
comprehension activities. The study has focused on the 
inferential skills of the participants and on their ability to 
understand non-literal language, including proverbs, well-
established and novel metaphors and humour.  

For the pilot study, thirty-eight participants were chosen 
among students at the University of Pisa: 19 young adults (13 F, 
6 M; mean age 21) who had received a diagnosis of 
developmental dyslexia by experienced clinicians and 19 
typically-developing controls (14 F, 5 M; mean age 21.58). 
Bilingualism, major neurological or psychiatric history and the 
regular consumption of medications for chronic conditions were 
considered exclusion criteria. All participants were tested for 
reading and reading comprehension skills, verbal cognition and 
linguistic competence, working memory and phonological 
processing, non-verbal cognition skills, Theory of Mind and 
pragmatic comprehension and production. Pragmatic abilities 
were tested through the Assessment of Pragmatic Abilities and 
Cognitive Substrates (APACS) by Arcara and Bambini24 and 5 
subtests from the ‘Batteria sul Linguaggio dell’Emisfero Destro 
Santa Lucia’ (BLED) by Rinaldi, Marangolo and Lauriola.25 

The BLED battery includes subtests focusing on 
comprehension of illustrated and written metaphors, inferences, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Speech, Language, and Hearing Research», 60 (2017), IV, p. 937; R. 
Wiseheart, L.J. Altmann, Spoken Sentence Production in College Students 
with Dyslexia: Working Memory and Vocabulary Effects, «International 
Journal of Language & Communication Disorders», 53 (2018), II, p. 355. 

24 G. Arcara, V. Bambini, A  Test for the Assessment of Pragmatic 
Abilities and Cognitive Substrates (APACS): Normative Data and 
Psychometric Properties, «Frontiers in Psychology», 7 (2016), p. 70. 

25 M.C. Rinaldi, P. Marangolo and M. Lauriola, BLED - Batteria sul 
Linguaggio dell’emisfero Destro SantaLucia, Giunti, Firenze 2006.	  
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humour, and requests. The APACS battery also includes 
understanding of humour and metaphors, but, in addition, it 
tests narrative memory and productive pragmatic skills (i.e. 
interview, salient element identification in scene descriptions, 
explanation of figurative language).  

The performance of the participants with dyslexia was 
consistently worse than the performance of the control group in 
all tasks of both batteries, which evidences a generalized 
pragmatic inefficiency. In some cases, the performance of the 
focus group reached significance level, as in figurative language 
comprehension and in narrative memory and comprehension in 
the APACS battery. The APACS composite scores showed that 
35% of the participants performed under cut-off values, which 
means that more than a third of the focus group showed 
pragmatic impairment. This figure reached 84% in the 
Figurative Language 2 subtest. Overall, pragmatic deficit in 
people with dyslexia seems to manifest especially through the 
inability to understand and explain the meaning of creative 
figurative language or non-transparent metaphors and in the 
difficulty of remembering relevant information in narratives and 
drawing inferences from it.  

An exploratory correlation analysis between the APACS 
score and the scores of the other cognitive tests was carried out. 
It revealed significant correlations between the APACS scores 
and reading abilities, vocabulary knowledge and working 
memory tests, but not with Theory of Mind skills nor, somewhat 
surprisingly, with executive functions. Results are in line with 
the literature on dyslexia, which identifies the major issues in 
this population in poor working memory functioning and related 
linguistic abilities.26 It is possible that executive functions, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 S.E. Gathercole et al., Working Memory in Children with Reading 

Disabilities, «Journal of Experimental Child Psychology», 93 (2006), III, pp. 
265; S.E. Gathercole, A.D. Baddeley, Working Memory and Language, 
Psychology Press, Hove 2014; J.E. Kong, H.L. Swanson, Working Memory 
and Specific Learning Disorders: Reading, in T.P. Alloway (ed.), Working 
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although being slightly inefficient, do not correlate with the 
pragmatic scores because they are not as relevant in the tasks 
executed as in other linguistic tasks such as the syntactic tests 
discussed in Vender.27 

There is no agreement on whether vocabulary skills are 
impaired in people with dyslexia. Although some studies report 
delayed early vocabulary development in children at family risk 
of dyslexia28 and poorer expressive vocabulary knowledge in 
dyslexic adults,29 other studies on similar subjects have 
observed no differences between the lexical skills of the focus 
and of the control groups.30 This suggests that given adequate 
remedial opportunities, vocabulary deficits may be compensated 
over the lifespan.  

 
 
4. A Pilot Study of Lexical Skills in Young Adults with 

Dyslexia 
 
The analysis of the most frequent errors in the batteries of 

tests used for the pilot study described in section 3 seems to 
point towards a connection between poor lexical knowledge and 
organisation and pragmatic inefficiency (i.e., in humour 
interpretation). The mutual relationship between good 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Memory and Clinical Developmental Disorders, Routledge, Abingdon-on-
Thames 2018, pp. 74-88. 

27 M. Vender, Disentangling Dyslexia: Phonological and Processing 
Deficit in Developmental Dyslexia, Peter Lang AG, Bern 2017. 

28 S. van Viersen et al., Delayed Early Vocabulary Development in 
Children at Family Risk of Dyslexia. 

29 R. Hall, D. Greenberg, J. Laures-Gore, H.K. Pae, The Relationship 
Between Expressive Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading Skills for Adult 
Struggling Readers, «Journal of Research in Reading», 37 (2014), p. 87. 

30 E. Cavalli et al., Vocabulary Skills are Well Developed in University 
Students with Dyslexia: Evidence from Multiple Case Studies, «Research in 
Developmental Disabilities», 51 (2016), pp. 89-102; R. Wiseheart, L.J. 
Altmann, Spoken Sentence Production in College Students with Dyslexia: 
Working Memory and Vocabulary Effects. 
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vocabulary knowledge and inference generation skills is at the 
heart of the most recent theories of reading development, such 
as the Lexical Quality Hypothesis,31 which assumes that the 
lexicon is a critical pressure point in reading comprehension. It 
sees well-formed vocabulary knowledge as one of the most 
important aspects in reading, as explained by the Reading 
Systems Framework.32 The authors claim that «text 
comprehension depends on understanding words and integrating 
their meaning into a mental model of the text, and more skilled 
comprehenders do this better than less skilled 
comprehenders».33 Cain and Barnes’s34 model of reading 
comprehension highlights the inextricable relationship between 
reading comprehension, world knowledge, inference generation 
and vocabulary knowledge: these aspects are interdependent and 
contribute to successful text fruition.   

In order to gain a better understanding of the issues that 
emerged in the pragmatic assessment, a series of tasks were 
devised to investigate the organisation of lexis in young adults 
with dyslexia. A word of caution is necessary: the tests were 
created for a case study and were not validated and 
standardised. The results cannot, therefore, be generalised. 
However, they seem to show consistent trends, and can offer 
food for thought and stimulate further research in this direction.  

Two batteries of tests, one in Italian and one in English, were 
presented to 12 young adults with dyslexia (5 F, 7 M; mean age 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 C. Perfetti, Reading Ability: Lexical Quality to Comprehension, 

«Scientific Studies of Reading», 11 (2007), IV, p. 357. 
32 C. Perfetti, J. Stafura, Word Knowledge in a Theory of Reading 

Comprehension, «Scientific Studies of Reading», 18 (2014), I, p. 22; J. 
Stafura, C. Perfetti, Integrating Word Processing with Text Comprehension: 
Theoretical Frameworks and Empirical Examples, in K. Cain, D.L. Compton 
and R.K. Parrila (eds.), Theories of Reading Development, John Benjamins 
Publishing Company, Amsterdam, Philadelphia 2017, pp. 33-54. 

33 Ivi, p. 13. 
34 K. Cain, M.A. Barnes, Reading Comprehension: What Develops and 

When?, in K. Cain, D.L. Compton and R.K. Parrila (eds.), Theories of 
Reading Development, pp. 257-282. 
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21.58) and 12 typically-developing young adults (6 F, 6 M; 
mean age 21.18). They were all native speakers of Italian with a 
CEFR B1 level of English. The Italian test included 11 subtasks. 
The first and the last subtasks asked participants to highlight 
semantically-related words in two short texts and to group them. 
No further instruction was given. The second task involved 
twenty word-cards which could be grouped into different 
thematic sets (e.g., preside, insegnante, studente [headmaster, 
teacher, student] vs. studente, leggere, scrivere [student, read, 
write]). Participants were instructed to group words as they 
liked. Each word could be used only once. The third task 
presented ten sets of related words, each of which included a 
non-related word. The participants had to identify the ‘odd one’ 
and explain their choice. The fourth task was a verbal fluency 
test. Participants were asked to provide three words related to 
the words given. In task n. 5, participants were presented with 
five short texts in which one word had been highlighted and 
were instructed to underline related words (e.g., mondo, globale, 
pianeta [world, global, planet]). The sixth subtask included true-
false questions aimed at verifying the comprehension of lexical 
entailment and presupposition. Task 7 provided ambiguous 
sentences which could receive different interpretations 
depending on the syntactic role assigned to the lexical items 
(e.g. verb vs. noun). The participants were instructed to provide 
as many interpretations of the sentences as they could think of 
(e.g. la vecchia porta la sbarra which can be interpreted as 
either the old door [NP det. la + adj. vecchia + n. porta] is 
blocking her [VP pro. la + v. sbarra] or the old woman [NP det. 
la + n. vecchia] is carrying [VP v. porta] the bar [NP det. la + 
n. sbarra]). In task n. 8, participants were asked to infer the 
meaning of non-words or low-frequency words from 
semantically-rich contexts. In the ninth task, participants had to 
provide a word to fill a gap in a short sentence which included 
morphologically and semantically related words that were 
supposed to function as cues (e.g. skier from to ski). The words 
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provided were either verbs describing an action or agent nouns. 
This information was not explicitly provided. The gaps to be 
filled could either precede or follow the ‘cue item’. Finally, task 
10 included a series of multiple-choice questions focusing on 
inferences based on semantic disambiguation and integration of 
semantic and general knowledge information. The last task, as 
mentioned, only differed from the first in the text used. This was 
an attempt to see if carrying out the previous subtasks could 
function as lexical semantic awareness training and improve the 
participants’ performance.  

The English version of the battery was shorter and only 
included tasks 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8. It also included two new 
tasks. In the first one the participants were asked to read 
statements and had to judge whether they presented facts or 
opinions. In the second one, participants were asked to read a 
text and answer a few inferential questions. 

Given the exploratory nature of the case study, the results 
can only be discussed tentatively and qualitatively in terms of 
possible trends emerging from the comparison between the 
performance of the focus and the control group. The two groups 
behaved differently in both batteries. On average, the focus 
group was slower in completing the tests by 30%.  

In the Italian tasks focusing on lexical semantic relations, 
participants with dyslexia showed difficulties in identifying 
semantic networks, both in context (e.g. in task 1) and out of 
context (e.g. in task 2). Whereas the typically-developing 
participants grouped words according to the part of speech or 
into thematic sets, participants with dyslexia seemed to follow 
experiential or somewhat ‘autobiographic’ criteria (e.g. cold, 
warm, hot vs. cold, liquid, water; student, teacher, principal vs. 
student, to read, mistake). Difficulties were observed in the 
focus group with meronymic relations and in identifying higher-
level categories. Interestingly, ‘local precedence on global’ in 
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people with dyslexia has been observed in perception studies.35 
Finally, an apparent loose organisation of semantic sets was 
observed in Italian, but a much more systematic and consistent 
organisation of sets emerged in English (e.g. stimulus word: 
latte [milk] >> mucca [cow], lattosio [lactose], colazione 
[breakfast], bianco [white] vs. milk >> bread, jam, butter, 
coffee). The control group provided similar answers in both 
languages. Several hypotheses can be made to explain this 
behaviour. The first one is that the participants belonging to the 
focus group have a broader and deeper lexical repertoire in their 
L1, and therefore, more associative links are available for the 
stimulus word. Another possible explanation is that these words 
are explicitly taught and learnt in thematic sets in the L2. This 
might provide the opportunity to organise the lexical items into 
well-defined semantic sets, which is not the case with L1 
incidental vocabulary learning. Such systematic organisation 
might make the retrieval of members of the thematic set easier. 

Word retrieval seems to be a challenging task for the focus 
group. Semantically-rich contextual information helped 
participants with dyslexia in inferring the meaning of rare or 
pseudo-words. On the contrary, they did not seem to be 
sensitive to morphological, semantic or contextual cues in the 
fill-the-gap task. They either provided unrelated words or words 
which were related to non-relevant parts of the text or failed to 
provide any word at all.  

In the pragmatically-oriented tasks, participants with 
dyslexia showed difficulties in generating inferences when the 
maxims of relevance or quantity were flouted (Grice 1975) and 
consistently failed in interpreting conventional implicatures, 
such as those triggered by polysemic connectives such as but or 
and.  

The most striking difference in performance between the 
focus and the control group was, however, in the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

35 S. Franceschini et al., A Different Vision of Dyslexia: Local Precedence 
on Global Perception, «Scientific Reports», 7 (2017), I, p. 17462. 
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disambiguation task. The participants with dyslexia could rarely 
retrieve more than one sense for each sentence, even when 
encouraged to do so. This is consistent with the difficulties 
observed in the interpretation of humour, figurative, novel and 
non-literal language in the pragmatic competence assessment.  

Both groups performed worse in English than in Italian, as 
could be expected.36 However, the focus group performed 
significantly worse in all L2 tasks, even when words were 
known. This might indicate that the foreign language creates a 
dual-tasking context at low levels of competence, which drains 
the resources necessary to successfully perform other tasks, 
such as the semantic and pragmatic tasks at issue. Working 
memory and executive functions are in fact central to the 
integrative and constructive processes necessary for reading 
comprehension,37 and dyslexia is associated with impairment in 
both. In populations where dual-tasking is known to be 
especially resource-depleting,38 it is reasonable to assume that 
the L2 would represent an a priori source of failure in 
comprehension tasks independently from the level of 
proficiency. Another possible explanation could be that L2 
vocabulary depth is not as developed as in the L1, which 
plausibly limits the inferences that can be generated. Studies in 
L2 reading comprehension have shown that learners have less 
extensive vocabularies and «fewer associative links between L2 
words than L1 learners».39 The inferior quality of the L2 lexical 
knowledge may result in limited word-to-text integration and 
therefore in the construction of less precise situational models.40   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 L. Verhoeven, Learning to Read in a Second Language, in K. Cain, D. 

L. Compton and R. K. Parrila (eds.), Theories of Reading Development, pp. 
215-234. 

37 K. Cain et al., Reading Comprehension: What Develops and When?. 
38 A. Reiter, O. Tucha, K.W. Lange, Executive Functions in Children with 

Dyslexia, «Dyslexia», 11 (2005), II, p. 116.	  
39 L. Verhoeven, Learning to Read in a Second Language. 
40 C. Perfetti et al., Word Knowledge in a Theory of Reading 

Comprehension. 
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Interestingly, both groups performed significantly better in 
task 11 than in task 1. The improvement was greater in 
participants with dyslexia. This seems to indicate that the 
subtasks carried out in between had a sort of ‘training’ and 
remedial effect which improved the participants’ awareness of 
the semantic relations among lexical items in the text.  

 
 
5. Possible Implications of the Studies for the EFL and 

Literature Classroom 
 
Much more research work needs to be done to reach solid 

conclusions as to the lexical and pragmatic abilities of people 
with dyslexia. The preliminary results discussed in sections 4 
and 5 raise questions relative to the link between pragmatic 
inefficiency and poor vocabulary knowledge, the nature and 
quality of the organisation of dyslexic people’s mental lexicon, 
and the relationship between pragmatic and lexical skills and 
reading comprehension. They seem however to be compatible 
with the results of the most recent theories of reading 
comprehension and development.41 

If we accept the validity of Perfetti and Stafura’s42 
framework and of Cain and Barnes’s43 theory on the 
inextricability of vocabulary, inferential and reading skill 
development, the need for research in domains such as those 
tackled by the present paper becomes obvious. Even more so, if 
we consider that people with dyslexia show well-documented 
deficits in some of the cognitive skills necessary to develop 
good vocabulary knowledge and to ensure efficient situation 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 For a review, see K. Cain et al., Reading Comprehension: What 

Develops and When? 
42 C. Perfetti et al., Word Knowledge in a Theory of Reading 

Comprehension. 
43 K. Cain et al., Reading Comprehension: What Develops and When? 
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update in reading tasks (e.g. working memory and executive 
functions, see Yeari, 2017).44  

The theoretical investigation, however, should not remain 
confined to the academic journals. It should rather inform 
applied research and prompt the design of effective teaching 
practices and materials for FL learners with this specific 
learning difficulty. FL teachers should be aware of the 
complexity of the reading task proposed by many widely used 
teaching resources, including those meant to prepare learners for 
internationally standardised tests. The highly inferential nature 
of the question following the short text in (1) below exemplifies 
well this claim: 

1. You may need my phone number around, just in case you see water 
all over the floor! My services are useful when your house is 
having problems with the kitchen sink, shower, or bath tub. 

     Who is talking? (a plumber)45 

Similarly, ambiguous newspaper titles such as ‘Drunk Gets 
Nine Months in Violin Case’ or ‘Killer Sentenced to Die for 
Second Time in 10 Years’ may pose problems for learners who 
have troubles disambiguating polysemous words. Another 
difficulty could arise with humorous texts: excerpts such as that 
in (2), from the satirical magazine The Onion, could be 
challenging to interpret without additional assistance on the part 
of the teacher: 

 
2. ‘I promise to work tirelessly to achieve my campaign goals’ 

threatens Trump in terrifying address.46 
 
Finally, literary metaphoric language could pose a greater 

challenge to learners with dyslexia than to their typically-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

44 M. Yeari, The Role of Working Memory in Inference Generation 
During Reading Comprehension: Retention, (re) Activation, or Suppression 
of Verbal Information?, «Learning and Individual Differences», 56 (2017), p. 
1.	  

45 https://www.examenglish.com, last accessed October 30, 2017. 
46 https://politics.theonion.com/, last accessed October 30, 2017. 
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developing peers. They could fail to appreciate emotive 
language and to interpret creative metaphors. As Herbelot points 
out, what distinguishes poetry from other uses of language is 
«its ability to trace conceptual patterns which do not belong to 
everyday discourse but are latent in our shared language 
structure»47, and in poetry, as in other literary works, «semantics 
emerges from pragmatics».48 Highly figurative passages like 
Emily Dickinson’s definition of dying as «a wild Night and a 
new Road» (Letter 331),49 or the famous lines by Ezra Pound 
«The apparition of these faces in the crowd / Petals on a wet, 
black bough» (In a station of the metro, 1913) might be too 
difficult to understand without proper guidance.  

These considerations call for a serious reflection on the part 
of EFL and literature teachers. Inclusive teaching might require 
adjustments other than additional time to complete tasks and 
activities geared towards improving phonological awareness 
and decoding and segmentation skills. Teachers should be aware 
of the range of deficits connected with dyslexia and, through 
real action research, they should try to find ways to overcome 
the obstacles they pose for learning. They should accept that for 
these learners it might not be possible to execute some tasks 
following the same modalities adopted by their typically-
developing peers, but that, given proper support, they can reach 
the same objectives.  

Over the past 15 years, several volumes have appeared which 
present the best practices for inclusive FL teaching.50 Most of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 A. Herbelot, The Semantics of Poetry: A Distributional Reading, 

«Digital Scholarship in the Humanities», 30 (2014), IV, p. 516. 
48 Ivi, p. 522. 
49 E. Dickinson, The Letters of Emily Dickinson, Harvard University 

Press, Cambridge (MA) 1986. 
50 M. Crombie, E. Schneider, Dyslexia and Modern Languages, David 

Fulton Publications, London 2003; J. Nijakowska, Dyslexia in the Foreign 
Language Classroom; J. Kormos, A.M. Smith, Teaching Languages to 
Students with Specific Learning Differences; M. Daloiso, Lingue straniere e 
dislessia evolutiva: teoria e metodologia per una glottodidattica accessibile, 
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them highlight the importance of explicit vocabulary teaching 
for learners with specific learning difficulties. Inferring meaning 
from the context or relying on incidental vocabulary learning 
seem unsuitable classroom activities. Wrong inferences may in 
fact lead to poorer lexical representations.51 

The tentative conclusions drawn from the pragmatic and 
lexical assessment described in sections 3 and 4 seem to point in 
the same direction and suggest that it might be necessary to 
reduce the inferential load in learning tasks as much as possible, 
e.g. inferential questions in reading comprehension activities or 
grammar activities where rules and regularities must be derived 
from examples.  

Teachers should provide opportunities to expand the 
learners’ lexical repertoire, but also to create as many 
associative links as possible, so as to improve not only their 
students’ vocabulary breadth but also their vocabulary depth. By 
expanding vocabulary depth, the interpretation of non-literal 
language may become easier for learners who fail to interpret 
polysemous words for lack of connotative meanings associated 
with the lexical labels they already know. Other learners, on the 
other hand, may always need assistance in making sense of non-
literal meanings. Awareness raising activities and additional 
opportunities for vocabulary learning, moreover, might be 
especially helpful for learners with dyslexia to improve their 
reading comprehension skills at large.  

 
Research financed by the University of Pisa (PRA 2017-
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UTET Università, Bologna 2012; Id., Supporting Learners with Dyslexia in 
the ELT Classroom. 

51 I. Elgort, Incorrect Inferences and Contextual Word Learning in 
English as a Second Language, «Journal of the European Second Language 
Association», 1 (2018), I, pp. 1-11.	  



	  

	  

 



	  

	  

SILVIA ANTOSA 
 

EMBODIMENTS, DISORIENTATIONS AND MISALIGNMENTS: 
JACKIE KAY’S TRUMPET 

 
1. Uncomfortable Disorientations  

 
This paper focuses on Jackie Kay’s award-winning novel 

Trumpet (1998), her first work of fiction that followed the 
success of her early books of poetry, including The Adoption 
Papers (1991). Her novels and poems, together with her 
memoirs and collections of short stories, have made her an 
internationally acclaimed poet and fiction writer. Born in 
Edinburgh in 1961 to a Scottish mother and a Nigerian father, 
Kay was adopted by a Scottish white couple at birth. The 
experience of adoption as a black person in a white family is the 
subject of her first work, and has since permeated her writing in 
countless ways, especially in her recent memoir, Red Dust Road 
(2010), in which she recounts her meeting with her Nigerian 
birth father. She was appointed Scottish Makar (the Scottish 
equivalent of Poet Laureate) in 2016 and is currently Professor 
of Creative Writing at Newcastle University.  

Winner of the Guardian Fiction Prize and shortlisted for the 
International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award, Trumpet is a 
compelling text that explores the multifaceted aspects 
characterising human identity. It narratively reflects on 
complex, open issues like race, gender, memory, kinship, social 
class as well as the challenges posed by the unpredictability of 
human experience. This exploration is undertaken through a 
focus on different forms of embodiment, that can be defined as 
«the experience of living in and as a body, of existing in the 
world thanks to our material form».1 Contemporary debates on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 C. Ross, Queer Embodiments: Fluidity, Materiality, Stickiness, in S. 

Antosa (ed.), Queer Crossings. Theories, Bodies, Texts, Mimesis, Milano-
Udine 2012, p. 21. 
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theories of embodiment include a variety of critical approaches: 
on the one hand, in the wake of Michel Foucault’s work, 
poststructuralist thinkers like Judith Butler have explored 
discursive constructions of the self in relation to gender identity 
and sexed bodies.2 In so doing, they have undermined 
hegemonic structures of thought by challenging essential 
perceptions of identity as well as rigid, binary views in order to 
emphasise key issues like fluidity and multiplicity. However, 
their work has also been criticised for being too abstract and for 
putting the physical materiality of the body aside.3  

Therefore, the second approach to embodiment focuses on its 
materiality, invoked especially by feminist theorists such as 
Toril Moi and Elizabeth Grosz,4 queer thinkers such as Sara 
Ahmed and Jackie Stacey,5 and critics like Jay Prosser and 
Judith/Jack Halberstam, whose work on transgenderism and 
transsexuality has challenged many theoretical assumptions.6 In 
particular, Prosser and Halberstam have criticised thinkers such 
as Jean Baudrillard for conceiving of embodied subjects as 
abstract metaphoric figures.7 Instead, they have emphasised the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

2 J. Butler, Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, 
Routledge, London and New York 1993. 

3 A few notable examples of this criticism are B. Martin, Sexualities 
Without Genders and Other Queer Utopias, «Diacritics», 24 (1994), II/III, pp. 
104-121; B. Epps, The Fetish of Fluidity, in T. Dean and C. Lane (eds.), 
Homosexuality and Psychoanalysis, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 
2001, pp. 412-431; S. Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Edinburgh 
University Press, Edinburgh 2004, p. 152 and J. Halberstam, In A Queer Time 
and Place. Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives, New York University 
Press, New York 2005, p. 19. 

4 See T. Moi, What is a Woman? And Other Essays, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford 1999, especially pp. 48-49; E. Grosz, Volatile Bodies. Towards 
a Corporeal Feminism, Indiana University Press, Bloomington and 
Indianapolis 1994.  

5 See S. Ahmed and J. Stacey (eds.), Thinking Through the Skin, 
Routledge, London 2001. 

6 See J. Prosser, Second Skins. The Bodily Narratives of Transsexuality, 
Columbia University Press, New York, 1998, and J. Halberstam, In A Queer 
Time and Space. 

7 J. Halberstam, In A Queer Time and Space, pp. 99, 124. 
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necessity of reinstating bodies (and especially transgender 
bodies) into critical debate by recovering them from the 
immaterial spaces to which they have been relegated, in order to 
bring them back in their spatial and temporal bodiliness. 

Trumpet interrogates precisely this tension between 
materiality and immateriality and further problematises it by 
specifically drawing attention to the intersectional aspects 
characterising human subjectivity. By telling the story of a 
black transgender person8 whose biological gender identity is 
discovered only after death, Kay’s novel interrogates normative 
sociocultural discourses, based on dualisms such as self/other, 
private/public, white/black, male/female and straight/queer and, 
in this way, encourages readers to analyse and deconstruct 
assumed notions concerning identity, memory and history. 
Focusing in particular on the concept of queer embodiment as 
theorised by Sara Ahmed in Queer Phenomenology (2006), in 
this article I explore the interface and the destabilising effects 
caused by the relationship between the queer individual and 
discursive regimes of normativity including discourses on race, 
class, gender, sexuality, and national identity. Therefore, the 
narrative explores several forms of what Ahmed calls 
‘misalignment’, or an uncomfortable disorientation experienced 
by queer black individuals in a dominantly white, 
heteronormative environment. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 In this article, I follow Susan Stryker’s definition, according to which 

the term ‘transgender’ is a flexible term that embraces «people who move 
away from the gender they were assigned at birth»; this movement is one that 
proceeds «across a socially imposed boundary away from an unchosen 
starting place» (S. Stryker, Transgender History, Seal Press, Berkeley 2008, 
p. 1, italics in the text). Stryker also makes the argument that ‘transgender’ 
should actually be utilised as a term to encompass all non-binary gender 
identities and expressions from cross-dressing to genderqueer (S. Stryker, 
Transgender History, p. 19). 
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2. Narrative Polyphonies  
 
Inspired by the true story of the well-known American jazz 

pianist Billy Tipton, who was revealed to be biologically female 
after death in the late 1980s,9 Trumpet is about Joss Moody, a 
black Scottish jazz player married to a white woman with whom 
he adopted a son, Colman. The story is set in the aftermath of 
Joss’s death, and focuses on the effects that the discovery of 
Joss’s ‘secret’ female body has on several characters: his wife 
Millie, the only one who has known about him; his son Colman, 
who instead finds it out unexpectedly at the funeral parlour at 
the outset of the novel and immediately gives expression to his 
rage and disbelief; Edith Moore, his mother, who apparently 
does not know about her daughter’s change of gender and still 
calls her by her ‘former’ name Josephine; Sophie Stones, a 
tabloid journalist who is willing to write a sensationalist book 
about Joss’s ‘real’ life by giving voice to prejudice and 
stereotypes about transgender people; other minor characters, 
such as the registrar, the doctor, the funeral director, a fellow 
jazz musician, a cleaner, and a childhood friend. 

The story is thus a polyvocal narrative that centres on the 
characters’ different responses to the unexpected revelation of 
Joss’s female biological body, as it queers their understandings 
of the musician’s life and their own relationship to him. These 
multiple voices add nuance to the narrative and lead us in 
surprising directions. Kay very carefully does not delve into the 
protagonist’s past, nor does she explore his motivations for 
passing as a man. We are not told when Josephine decided to 
become Joss and reinvent a new identity for herself. As readers, 
we are invited to listen to the different voices of the various 
characters, and be guided in what becomes a narrative process 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Tipton’s life was narrated in a biography titled Suits Me: The Double 

Life of Billy Tipton by D. Middlebrook which includes interviews with his 
former lovers and band mates. Significantly, it came out in the same year in 
which Trumpet was published.   
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of retrospective discovery of the life of the protagonist, whom 
we get to know through the perspective and the memories of the 
other characters. Thus, what we hear are the responses of those 
who are left behind, in the aftermath of Joss’s death. Taken 
together, their voices resemble a musical score, in which the 
initial contrasting, dissonant responses move to converge into a 
more harmonious reaction in the final section. Ultimately, the 
novel carefully shifts its focus from the need to find an 
explanation for Josephine’s change of gender identity to an 
analysis of the reactions triggered by such an event.    

The starting point of this narrative journey is Joss Moody’s 
queer black body, which is a vessel for complex layers of 
signifiers, as it crystallises and, ultimately, explodes the tensions 
between normative society and complex intersectional, 
embodied identities. By the term ‘queer’, I mean phenomena 
that trouble, disrupt, call into question, and refuse to be 
contained within normative, dominant categories. Queer aspects 
of identity throw into relief the problematic hegemonising 
power of normative heterosexuality, or of whiteness, for 
example. As these phenomena catch our attention, or are 
brought into focus by writers and critics, normative regimes are 
destabilised and queered. As Judith Butler puts it: «queering 
[…] is the act by which the racially and sexually repressive 
surface of conversation is exploded, by rage, by sexuality, by 
the insistence on color».10 The discovery of Joss Moody’s black 
queer body at the beginning of the narrative literally causes the 
explosion of a number of tensions that were lying under the 
surface of a socially-perceived respectable nuclear family and 
the people rotating around them. 

Kay’s novel depicts the protagonist’s search for what Sara 
Ahmed defines «orientation devices» as a way of achieving a 
«livable or inhabitable space».11 The novel also dramatises the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 J. Butler, Bodies that Matter, p. 131. 
11 S. Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Duke 

University Press, Durham (NC) 2006, p. 11. 
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impact that the unveiling of Joss’s queer private life has on the 
other characters as well as on public normative discourses, 
creating in this way what M.L. Pratt has defined «contact 
zones», or «social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly 
asymmetrical relations of power».12 In other words, Pratt 
defines the contact zones as places where two cultures, which 
might be understood as two different embodied perspectives, 
inform and/or impact on each other and interact.  

 
 
3. Disorientations and Misalignments 
 
Using Ahmed’s terminology, which brings Edmund Husserl, 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Martin Heidegger and Franz Fanon’s 
ideas into dialogue with contemporary queer and feminist 
studies as well as critical race theories, Kay’s protagonist might 
be defined as ‘disoriented’, or queerly ‘misaligned’ with his 
‘home’ cultural context. The starting point of Ahmed’s 
argument is Maurice Merleau-Ponty, according to whom the 
body is our perspective on the world. Ostensibly, we are 
oriented in the world, and being in it involves inhabiting it, 
finding a home, stretching out and flowing. Thus, Ahmed has 
claimed that «[t]he work of inhabitance involves orientation 
devices; ways of extending bodies into spaces that create new 
folds, or new contours of what we could call livable or 
inhabitable space. If orientation is about making the strange 
familiar through the extension of bodies into space, then 
disorientation occurs when this extension fails».13  

In a similar way, Ahmed defines ‘alignment’ as the ways in 
which bodies are in line with each other. In her words, «[w]e 
might say that we are oriented when we are in line. We are “in 
line” when we face the direction that is already faced by others. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

12 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), p. 34. 
13 S. Ahmed, Queer Epistemology, p. 11. 
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Being ‘in line’ allows bodies to extend into spaces that, as it 
were, have already taken their shape».14 Therefore, being out of 
line with others causes different, unpredictable forms of 
‘misalignment’ and engenders a sense of discomfort. Socially 
outcast, the queer body is made to feel out of place. The sense 
of ‘out-of-place-ness’ that Ahmed explores in relation to queer 
bodies may similarly be experienced by black people, who are 
constantly reminded not only of their corporeality but also of 
their blackness, which is constructed as a form of embodied 
alienation due to pervasive racist discourses; they thus learn to 
live in or as abjection in a predominantly white sociocultural 
environment.15 The solution to queer misalignments, Ahmed 
proposes, is to forge new orientation devices that might pave the 
way for unexpected forms of inhabitance.  

Following Ahmed’s theories, then, I argue that the 
transgender protagonist of Kay’s novel creates his own 
‘orientation devices’, so that he can more fully ‘inhabit’ his own 
body and his surroundings. One strategy of ‘re-alignment’ is 
that he secretly forges a new identity as male, which includes 
reinventing his own name; in addition, he decides to move his 
multi-ethnic family from racist 1960s Glasgow to the 
multicultural context of London – without, however, denying 
his Scottish identity, as he makes a point of retaining his 
Scottish accent for his whole life.     

As the narrative unfolds, we realise that Joss is not the only 
character who creates his own orientation devices in the world 
he lives in. In the complex, multilayered contact zones opened 
up by the narrative, that is to say, in the spaces where different 
perspectives on race, sex and gender collide, due to the 
revelation of the unsettling secret of Joss’s biological identity, 
other characters gradually emerge with their own struggles with 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 S. Ahmed, Queer Epistemology, p. 15. 
15 D. Scott, Extravagant Abjections: Blackness, Power, and Sexuality in 

the African American Literary Imagination, New York University Press, New 
York 2010, pp. 13-17. 
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disorienting misalignment(s), and their more or less achieved 
strategies of inhabiting their own world. In a sense, this act of 
forging does not only concern the protagonist, but all involves 
the other surviving characters, who are compelled to find their 
own tools to deal with the unexpected news of Joss’s secret 
identity. 

In other words, as the narrative unravels, many characters 
unveil aspects of their personal lives, in which they have to 
reinvent themselves somewhat; however, they are still ready to 
judge other characters. For example, Colman – who has suffered 
episodes of racial discrimination – criticises his London friends 
who decided to embrace their African identity on the grounds of 
lack of authenticity;16 Joss’s wife Millie – who has fought 
against her mother’s racial prejudice against Joss – criticises her 
for faking a Scottish identity and for making up a Scottish 
accent, that she derides;17 the journalist Sophie Stones suffers 
from social stigma due to her physical appearance as an 
overweight woman. However, she also represents the 
establishment in its most bigoted and prejudicial form that 
stigmatises non-normative subjects. Her desire to write Joss’s 
biography exemplifies a sort of traditional form of «transgender 
biography» that Halberstam has criticised «as a sometimes 
violent, often imprecise project which seeks to brutally erase the 
carefully managed details of the life of a passing person and 
which recasts the act of passing as deception, dishonesty and 
fraud».18 

However, some of these characters have had to fight against 
prejudice and judgement for their entire lives. This is for 
example the case of Joss’s wife, Millie. At a first reading, she 
looks like the most normative character, as she plays the role of 
the devout wife whose life has been constructed around her 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Trumpet, pp. 54-55. 
17 Trumpet, p. 85. 
18 J. Halberstam, Telling Tales: Brandon Teena, Billy Tipton, and 

Transgender Biography, «a/b: Auto/Biography Studies», 15 (2000), I, p. 62. 
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husband’s career. However, it is by listening to her unspoken 
thoughts that we learn that she has had to fight her family’s 
prejudices against her husband’s blackness for many years: 

 
My family very nearly didn’t come. I didn’t want to believe it of them. 
I didn’t want to believe my own mother could be prejudiced in that 
way. When I told her I was marrying Joss, she said she had nothing 
against them, but she didn’t want her own daughter. People should 
keep to their own, she said. Then she said the word ‘Darky’. ‘I don’t 
want you marrying a Darky’. I stopped her before she shamed me 
further.19  
 
Millie finally manages to convince her mother to go to her 

wedding. Ironically, when Joss asks her mother to dance with 
him, Millie recalls: «My mother dancing with Joss is quite a 
picture. If only she knew».20 Having overcome the problems 
concerning race, Millie ponders on how her mother would react 
if she knew about Joss’s hidden queerness.  

As these few examples demonstrate, the text narrativises 
different forms of misalignment and adaptation and subtly 
explores the intrinsic problems triggered by these complex 
processes. Here Kay seems to imply that there is not always a 
way out, or the possibility of adjusting. In addition, if it is true 
that Joss is a queer character whose gender identity and 
sexuality do not align to the normative model, it is relevant to 
point out that Joss’s male life is built around what Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick would refer to as an «epistemology of the closet», or 
the «secret».21 It is no accident that this word recurs several 
times in the text.22 In this way, Joss’s realignment with socio-
cultural norms is fragile, based on the keeping of a secret that 
inevitably comes to light.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Trumpet, p. 27. 
20 Trumpet, p. 27. 
21 See E. Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, University of 

California Press, Los Angeles 1990. 
22 See for example Trumpet, pp. 27, 82.  
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As the characters respond to the revelation of Joss’s complex 
identity, they experience and express what we might call a 
collective sense of queer failure of confidence in the real. This 
is poignantly articulated by his son Colman when he states: «I 
don’t know any of us anymore. He has made us all unreal».23 
What Colman laments is an epistemological crisis, as the 
categories by and through which he had negotiated the world 
are confounded, familiar cultural markers are called into 
question, and binaries, such as male/female, are transcended. In 
addition, Colman’s statement makes clear the tension between 
material and immaterial created by Joss’s queer black body.  

This point is well illustrated by Marjorie Garber, who in her 
seminal work Vested Interests. Cross-dressing and Cultural 
Anxiety, has underlined that «transvestitism is a space of 
possibility structuring and confounding culture: the disruptive 
element that intervenes, [is] not just a category crisis of male 
and female, but the crisis of category itself».24 Trumpet then 
narrates a world which is on the verge of disintegrating, as its 
certainties (values, relationships, structures) are dismantled and 
destabilised. Therefore, responses to Joss’s biological female 
body, that had been passing as male, reveal layers of tensions 
and preconceptions. Leslie Feinberg defines the act of passing 
within a gender binary as someone who is biologically female 
who dresses and acts in a masculine way so that all who 
encounter the person treat him as male. Significantly, passing is 
also historically connected to race, as Butler discusses in Bodies 
that Matter in relation to the work of Nella Larsen;25 in addition, 
Feinberg identifies passing as «a product of oppression».26 
Thus, passing has not only to do with a redefinition and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

23 Trumpet, p. 60, my emphasis. 
24 M. Garber, Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety, 

Routledge, New York and London 1992, p. 17, italics in the text. 
25 J. Butler, Bodies that Matter (Chapter 6: Passing, Queering: Nella 

Larsen’s Psychoanalytic Challenge). 
26 L. Feinberg, Transgender Warriors Making History from Joan of Arc to 

Dennis Rodman, Beacon Press, Boston (MA) 1996, p. 89. 
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subversion of gender binaries but also with a rediscovery and 
rewriting of one’s own personal and collective neglected 
history, as a black foundling in a white Scottish family in search 
of his own family ties and origins. In Joss’s case, this has to do, 
as I discuss in the next paragraph, with a search for his one’s 
own genealogy.   

 
 
4. Genealogies, Ties, Kinships 
 
In the novel, Joss’s queer material embodiment seems to take 

shape through the most abstract and immaterial artistic form, 
music, which allows him to transcend the cultural limits of 
identity. Through music he becomes a «small black mark» in a 
musical score, which represents «the very pinpoint of himself».27 
The liberating power of music and the potential offered by jazz 
virtuosity are closely connected to the possibilities of material 
self-determination. This is made clear in the brief section 
entitled MUSIC, which begins as follows: «When he gets down 
[…] he loses his sex, his race, his memory. He strips himself 
bare, takes everything off, till he’s barely human».28  

If playing music is a liberating experience that gives Joss 
open opportunities to reinvent himself, the reference to the 
«small black mark» also functions as a powerful racial signifier 
that calls attention to Joss’s ‘small’ place in the unrecorded 
individual stories of the African diaspora.29 According to Matt 
Richardson, Trumpet is an «ensemble meditation on Black 
Scottish subjectivity that reclaims jazz as a major form of Black 
queer expression and an epistemology for queering Black 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Trumpet, p. 131. 
28 Ibidem. 
29 On the critical debate on the African diaspora and the notion of Black 

Atlantic see P. Gilroy’s seminal study, The Black Atlantic. Modernity and 
Double Consciousness, Verso, London and New York 1993. 
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diasporic consciousness and identity».30 In this sense, following 
Homi Bhabha, we are invited to «fully realise, and take 
responsibility for, the unspoken, unrepresented pasts that haunt 
the historical present».31 It is Joss himself who emphasises the 
impossibility of tracing back the history of his own family. At 
the same time, however, he also underlines the importance of 
creating bonds regardless of blood ties. It is significant to 
discuss, for example, one of the memories that Colman shares 
with readers: 

 
My father always told me […] you make up your own bloodline […] 
Look, Colman, I could tell you a story about my father. I could say he 
came off a boat one day in the nineteen hundreds […]. All the way 
from the ‘dark continent’ on a cold winter day, a boat that stopped at 
Greenock. […] He liked Greenock so he settled. Or I could say my 
father was a black American who left America because of segregation 
[…] Or I could say my father was a soldier or a sailor […] Or I could 
say my father was from an island in the Caribbean whose name I don’t 
know because my mother couldn’t remember it. Or never bothered to 
ask.32  
 
What emerges from this brief passage is Joss’s approach to 

the unwritten history of his father’s family: in outlining the 
importance of belonging to one family group, he seems at the 
same time to emphasise the necessity of reinventing oneself by 
forging one’s own ‘orientation devices’ regardless of where you 
come from. The notion of family belonging – Joss seems to 
imply – is a fiction that we invent for ourselves. In the course of 
the narrative, then, Colman realises that he belongs to a queerly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

30 M. Richardson, The Queer Limit of Black Memory: Black Lesbian 
Literature and Irresolution, The Ohio State University Press, Columbus 
2013, p. 108. On the central role played by music in Kay’s construction of her 
characters in her work, see M.M. Coppola, Writing the Blues: Jackie Kay’s 
Intersemiotic Translation of Words and Music, in G. Angeletti, G. Buonanno, 
D. Saglia (eds.), Remediating Imagination. Literatures and Cultures in 
English from the Renaissance to the Postcolonial, Carocci, Roma 2016, pp. 
159-167.  

31 H. Bhabha, The Location of Culture, Routledge, London 1994, p. 12. 
32 J. Kay, Trumpet, Picador, London 1998, p. 59, italics added. 
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misaligned family with a continuing, to use Bhabha’s own 
words, «unspoken, unrepresented» history. 

This reflection is extended to (family) names, starting from 
the protagonist’s own: born Josephine Moore, Joss’s name has 
never been formally certified. It is the registrar who, before 
releasing the death certificate to his wife, wonders: «[…] one 
day Josephine Moore just plucked the name Joss Moody out of 
the sky and called himself this name and encouraged others to 
do likewise?».33 The narrative confirms this and further 
discloses that the same happened to Joss’s father. In the end, it 
is revealed that he was given the name John Moore on his 
arrival in Scotland from Africa at the turn of the century. So, 
John Moore was also an invented name, like the other informal 
name he was given – Mumbo Jumbo – as a form of racist insult. 
Similarly, Joss’s adopted son’s name, Colman Moody, is not the 
same he was given at birth; but it was reassigned after he was 
adopted.  

This continuous, intergenerational shifting of names – real, 
invented, mutable – underlines an epistemic refusal to be 
enclosed within an established order, by defying definition and 
location. It has unsettling effects that resonate in the bodily 
formation. In Judith Butler’s words:  

[…] names, which emblematize and institute […] paternal law, 
sustain the integrity of the body. What constitutes the integral body is 
not a natural boundary or organic telos, but the law of kinship that 
works through the name. […] To be named is thus to be inculcated 
into that law and to be formed, bodily, in accordance with that law.34 

If names have to do with the «repeated inculcation of a 
norm»,35 the shifting of names, as the text demonstrates, call 
into question institutional epistemologies by foregrounding their 
arbitrariness. From this perspective, Joss in particular defies the 
sense of closure conveyed by names, by unveiling a number of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

33 Trumpet, p. 80. 
34 J. Butler, Bodies that Matter, p. 72, italics in the text.    
35 Ivi, p. 8. 
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hidden tensions with authoritative discourses and institutions. 
As Tracy Hargreaves has emphasised, «[h]e is African and 
Scottish, male and female, a musician whose aesthetic relies on 
mimicry, improvisation, syncopation, marking the refusal of a 
regular beat».36 Jazz is the form that best suits Joss’s misaligned 
body by continually stating his out-of-placed-ness and at the 
same time his search for his own ‘home’. 

Thus, what is at stake in this novel is the struggle to achieve 
liveability though the creation of orientation devices such as 
forging a new gender identity, playing music as a way of giving 
expression to a feeling of misalignment, adapting identity to fit 
in with dominant sociocultural norms. These devices in turn call 
into question different intersecting aspects of human identity: 
the idea of family, national belonging, social class, race, gender 
and sexuality. They also raise issues like authenticity and 
involve all the characters to different extents. As I have 
demonstrated, the novel explores a number of discursive contact 
zones that are thrown into relief after the revelation of Joss’s 
biologically female body.  

Initially, the diverse voices jar against one another and pull 
angrily in different directions. However, the revelation of Joss’s 
secret causes a series of unexpected developments that, 
nonetheless, enable new forms of interaction. Following Pratt 
and Butler, the confused multiplicity of the discursive contact 
zone explodes the repressive surface of normative discourse, 
and allows the characters to learn more about each other. What 
emerges in the end is a new epistemic space of ‘transculturation’ 
which takes its premises from the protagonist’s trans-embodiment 
and extends itself to show different forms of queer embodiments, 
disorientations and misalignments. 
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Trumpet, «Feminist Review», 74 (2003), p. 15, italics in the text.  



ELEONORA RAVIZZA 
 

REPOSITIONING THE SELF IN THE CONTACT ZONE:  
DEREK WALCOTT’S OMEROS 

 
«We are all Caribbeans now in our urban archipelagos» – so 

claimed the American anthropologist James Clifford in his 1988 
essay The Predicament of Culture.1 In Clifford’s view, the 
marginal, diasporic experience of the Caribbean can teach us a 
lot about contemporary, post-modern experiences by virtue of 
its peculiar relationship with issues such as ‘home’, ‘nation’ and 
‘cultural memory’. An early hotbed of globalisation – a sort of 
natural bridge between the Old and the New World – the 
Archipelago may well be envisioned as a conflation of contact 
zones where, to quote Mary Louise Pratt, a great number of 
cultures «m[et], clash[ed] and grapple[d] with each other, often 
in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths».2 As phenomena of 
hybridisation and transculturation gave shape to the Caribbean 
complex, composite reality, Caribbean literature showed that 
questions of identity and affiliation should be constantly posed 
and recomposed. After quoting the lines of the Martinican poet 
Aimé Césaire («Guinea from your cry from your hands from 
your patience / we still have some arbitrary land»),3 who 
developed a sophisticated, surrealist poetic language to give 
voice to a spiritual, transformative reconnection to the lost 
Africa of his ancestors, Clifford adds: «[p]erhaps there is no 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 J. Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, Twentieth-Century Ethnography, 
Literature and Art, Harvard University Press, Cambridge (MA) 1988, p. 207. 

2 M.L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 
Routledge, London 1992, p. 7. 

3 From the poem Ôde à la Guinée: «Guinée de ton cri de ta main de ta 
patience/ il nous reste toujours des terres arbitraries.» (A. Césaire, The 
Complete Poetry of Aimé Césaire. Bilingual Edition, Wesleyan University 
Press, Middletown (CT) 2017, p. 450). The text is quoted in English in J. 
Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, p. 207. Clifford also mentions that 
‘Guinea’ stands for ‘Old Africa’. 
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return for anyone to a native land – only field notes for its 
reinvention».4 This paper will argue that Clifford’s claim may 
be read as a paradoxical one, as the paradigmatic quality of 
Caribbean literature resides precisely in its non-paradigmaticity. 
Dealing with ‘home’ and ‘identity’ means to deal with 
singularities rather than universalities, as every localised 
experience is related to a multiplicity of other experiences in its 
own specific way. Literature, as a site of articulation of hybrid 
subjectivities, cultural and linguistic translation, and cultural 
exchange, can give us precious insights into the distinctiveness 
of contact zones.  

The arbitrary, subjective nature of a return to a native land5 
is the central motif of Derek Walcott’s Caribbean epic Omeros 
(1990). A post-modern, post-colonial rewriting of the Iliad and 
the Odyssey re-imagined in the present-day setting of the island 
of Saint Lucia, Omeros deals with ‘exile’ not only as the sense 
of displacement and dispossession induced by the forced 
migrations that shaped the Caribbean, but also as a more 
intimate condition, which affects the very relationship that 
Caribbean subjects have with their mixed cultural identity. «Our 
bodies think in one language and move in another», wrote 
Walcott (1930-2017) in his essay What the Twilight Says,6 thus 
linking the very idea of the estrangement felt by people of 
mixed race, brought up in a colonial educational system and at 
the same time marginalised by it, to the linguistic and cultural 
impositions that are the legacies of their colonial past. In 
Omeros, Walcott openly deals with the contradictions of his 
hybrid self, and he even strives to position his own fictional ‘I’ 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 J. Clifford, The Predicament of Culture, p. 207 
5 The reference to Aimé Césaire’s seminal work Cahier d’un retour au 

pays natal (1939, eng. trans. Notebook of a Return to a Native Land) is 
intended. Many of the themes that Césaire addressed in his poem are dealt 
with in Walcott’s work as well, making Césaire one of the most influential 
literary references in the development of the Saint Lucian poet.  

6 D. Walcott, What the Twilight Says: Essays, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
London 1999, p. 27. 
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vis-à-vis a language and a culture that he considers both his own 
and foreign. The character of a nameless poet, who is the alter-
ego of Walcott himself, performs two main functions in the 
economy of the poem. Firstly, he is the protagonist of one of the 
most significant narrative arcs that make up this almost eight-
thousand-line-long poem. He is both a traveller engaged in a 
voyage of self-discovery across European and American cities 
connected to the Caribbean through an uneven, global history of 
colonial relations, and a returnee who goes back to his native 
island to meet his dying mother and confront his past. Secondly, 
as a self-conscious, first-person narrator, and as the voice of the 
author himself, he displays awareness of his own fictional status 
as well as of the processes of artful composition operating in the 
poem. He openly deals with the process of writing and questions 
his relationship to literature, language and art. Also, he 
constantly crosses the borders between the intra- and the extra-
diegetic world, engaging in a dialogue with the reader that will 
allow him to position himself in relation to a contact zone issued 
from diaspora, exile and alienation.  

«Every ‘I’ is a fiction», writes Walcott in Omeros,7 as he, as 
a narrator, discusses the genesis of its characters; later, towards 
the end of the poem he also adds: «The ‘I’ is a mast; a desk is a 
raft».8 In the following paragraphs a scene from the first of 
Omeros’ seven books, in which the poet/narrator says ‘I’ for the 
first time, will be discussed. This analysis will cast light on 
how, in the poem, subjectivities come into being as explicitly 
fictional and relational. When focusing on the self, Omeros also 
focuses on the mediation of otherness in the process of self-
constitution. As the metaphor of the ‘I’ as a ‘raft’ mentioned 
above suggests, each time the nameless poet (or any other 
character) affirms his identity can be considered as significant 
linguistic acts of self-placement within an ever-changing 
geography of a contact zone characterised by the inharmonious 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

7 D. Walcott, Omeros, Adelphi, Milano 2003, p. 50. 
8 Ivi, p. 492. 
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coexistence not only of different cultures but also of different 
forms of exclusion. 

 
 
1. Homecoming as Mediation and Relationality 
 
Although this essay focuses on a single character, Omeros is 

in fact a choral work whose protagonists are an array of 
characters from different cultural and social backgrounds. The 
story of the poet/narrator is intertwined with the stories of other 
Saint-Lucians, some of whom are African-Caribbean fishermen 
– e.g. Achille, caught in a love triangle with the waitress Helen 
and his best friend Hector; Seven-Seas, a contemporary, 
Caribbean incarnation of Homer; Philoctete, plagued by a stinky 
wound which is also, symbolically, the wound of History – 
while others are white colonists, such as the retired officer 
Major Plunkett, who dreams to embark on a «masochistic 
odyssey»9 through the British Empire and unsuccessfully strives 
to write a book which will give back Saint Lucia its «true place 
in History».10 The stories of these characters’ homecomings 
follow very different trajectories and take as their destinations 
multiple cultural spaces which are differently linked to the 
Caribbean. While the poet undertakes a quest for his own 
identity that will take him to a variety of metropolises around 
the world, including Lisbon, London, Dublin, Rome and 
Toronto, the fisherman Achille embarks on a dream-like journey 
to 17th century Africa where he will be able to meet his 
ancestors before they are deported as slaves to the New World. 
Furthermore, in Omeros, real places are juxtaposed with literary 
spaces such as Dante’s Inferno, and historical figures such as 
James Joyce, Catherine Weldon11 or Admiral Rodney12 are met 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Ivi, p. 154 
10 Ivi, p.114. 
11 19th-century activist and artist (1844-1921), who became the personal 

secretary to the legendary Lakota Sioux leader Sitting Bull. 
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alongside literary or mythical characters. In Omeros the motif of 
return is therefore multiplied and diffracted in space. Since the 
island of Saint Lucia is presented through its entanglement with 
a variety of other places, ‘home’ comes into being not as a 
singular space or a point of arrival, but rather a system of plural 
connections. It is not the Europe of the coloniser, the great cities 
and cultural centres that have produced the literature to which 
the poet declares his love and the History books that Major 
Plunkett admires. It cannot be fully identified with the Africa 
where the deported slaves whose descendants constitute the 
majority of the Caribbean population came from, or the 
mythical native land celebrated by Pan-Africanist movements. 
Similarly, it is not the Americas for which the Caribbean 
represents a sort of geographical and cultural bridge to the Old 
World. Yet the concept of ‘home’ traverses all these spaces and 
interacts with all of them.  

As it explores the multiple cultural spaces to which Saint 
Lucia is connected, the poem also explores the mediations of 
‘otherness’ in the processes of identity-construction. In Omeros 
‘coming home’ is never a direct act, it implies traversing the 
space of the ‘other’, the space in which the self is conversely 
perceived as ‘other’. Whenever a character strives to travel 
along a homeward path, he also faces disavowal and alienation. 
As he becomes ever more aware of his hybrid subjectivity, as 
well as of the impossibility of completely identifying with his 
idealised cultural models, difference progressively emerges not 
as an obstacle, but rather as the very foundation on which a 
productive, transformative dialogue with the ‘other’ may take 
place. As a matter of fact, while celebrating plurality and 
relationality, Omeros also works through the imbalance and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 George Brydges Rodney, 1st Baron Rodney (1718-1792), British naval 

officer best known for his victory over the French at the Battles of the Saintes 
(1782) during the American Revolutionary War. The Battle of the Saintes, 
which is also narrated in Omeros, consolidated British power over Saint 
Lucia. 
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instability of these associations, and adopts what Mary Louise 
Pratt would call a ‘contact perspective’, whereby  

[t]he term ‘contact’ foregrounds the interactive, improvisational 
dimensions of imperial encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by 
accounts of conquest and domination told from the invader’s 
perspective. A ‘contact’ perspective emphasizes how subjects get 
constituted in and by their relations to each other. It treats the relation 
among colonizers and colonized, or travelers and ‘travelees’, not in 
terms of separateness, but in terms of co-presence, interaction, 
interlocking understandings and practices, and often within radically 
asymmetrical relations of power.13 

A contact perspective is, most of all, complex and dialogical. 
Walcott adopts it in order to counter the widely-circulated, rigid 
narratives rooted not only in a colonial past, but also in a present 
constantly threatened by a neo-imperialist economy. For 
example, tourism, the most profitable source of income of Saint 
Lucia, is referred to as an unscrupulous form of exploitation and 
as an oversimplifying, oppressive discourse. The poem parodies 
the monolithic language with which the island is advertised and 
sold as a Paradise without history or conflict, available for the 
enjoyment of rich westerners. The latter are represented by 
Walcott in a deeply ironic way, as someone easily fooled by the 
blind assumptions of superiority which derives from coming 
from a richer country. The more they content themselves with 
the flat picture-postcard representations of the island they are 
sold, the more the rich plurality of the island becomes invisible 
to them. 

As the characters in Omeros undertake their own personal 
journeys to explore the complexity of the island and of their 
identity, the word ‘homecoming’ takes on new, interesting 
connotations. Not only does it refer to a movement in space, it is 
also associated with concepts such as physical and spiritual 
healing. Most significantly, the poem draws a parallel between 
the idea of ‘returning home’ and ‘storytelling’. All characters’ 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 M.L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 8. 
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homecomings are initiated by the necessity to find new, 
complex ways to understand and narrate their stories so as to 
expose the inescapable presence of the foreignness within their 
own self. When the fisherman Achille, hit by sunstroke, travels 
through time and space to meet his African ancestors before 
they could undertake the Middle Passage across the Atlantic, he 
is made a prisoner by what he considers his own tribe. His 
chains are a metaphor for his being an outsider in the culture, 
language and system of values that dominated the life of his 
long-lost forebears. Similarly, Major Plunkett, who engages in 
the encyclopaedic endeavour to write the history of Saint Lucia, 
realises that ‘History’ (with a capital ‘h’) is like Circe, the 
sorceress who enchanted Ulysses and turned his companions 
into pigs. It is, differently put, a discourse that transforms its 
‘others’ into fetishes to make them part of a system of 
knowledge-production. Omeros seems to undermine the practice 
of writing that, in his essay on The Writing of History (1975) 
Michel de Certeau described as the product of a Eurocentric 
modernity. The French scholar claimed that writing is a practice 
ensuing from the separation between a «will to write» and a 
«body to be written». In his view, to write about the past is 
made possible through a gesture which cuts off the past from the 
present, which silences the past and then tries to interpret its 
opacity by displacing it to the site in which the historiographical 
discourse is produced and legitimised. The same may be said 
about the many others  – «the savage, the past, the people, the 
insane, the child, the Third World»14 – produced not only by 
historiography, but also by its cognates explicitly named by the 
French scholars (psychiatry, pedagogy, ethnology, etc), as well 
as in the many discourses which these writing informs. After 
discovering ‘otherness’, and letting their self-image be unsettled 
by its troubling presence, both Achille and Plunkett start 
speaking in a different way, and develop a new, more mature 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

14 M. De Certeau, The Writing of History, Trans. by Tom Conley, 
Columbia University Press, New York 1988, p. 9. 
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relationship to their island. They become progressively aware 
that their selves can never rest on stable constructions of 
identity and belonging, and they open up to new narratives that 
will allow them to cope with failure, loss and mourning both on 
a personal and collective level, as members of a society that has 
not completely recovered from the trauma of its past. 

Along similar lines, the subplot of the poet/narrator deals 
with a search for a way to narrate the history of Saint Lucia in 
poetry. This makes the poet’s journey a self-reflexive, 
performative attempt to mediate his own voice vis-a-vis the 
contradictory feelings that Walcott has towards the English 
language and the Western literary tradition. Language, literature 
and tradition are in fact presented as the site of the poet’s 
deepest conflict. On the one hand, English is a language from 
elsewhere, imposed on the African slaves forcibly deported to 
the Caribbean and complicit with a system of segregation and 
control. It is a system of values and beliefs, the product of a 
culture which imposed itself as ‘superior’ while silencing other 
peoples' experiences. Yet, Walcott cannot help feeling 
emotionally connected to it, as it is also an integral part of 
Caribbean experience and, in his view, a richer and more 
versatile poetic tool than creole.15 On the other hand, Walcott’s 
relationship to western literary tradition both develops and takes 
a distance from T. S. Eliot’s attitude to European canon.16 In his 
essay on Tradition and the Individual Talent, Eliot claimed that 
tradition should be considered an «ideal order in which 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

15 These issues are a constant in Walcott’s poetry. Beside the essays 
collected in the volume What the Twilight Says, see also his early poems, in 
particular, see the final stanza of A Far Cry from Africa: «I who am poisoned 
with the blood of both, / Where shall I turn, divided to the vein? / I who have 
cursed / The drunken officer of British rule, how choose / Between this Africa 
and the English tongue I love? / Betray them both, or give back what they 
give? / How can I face such slaughter and be cool? How can I turn from 
Africa and live?» (D. Walcott, Collected Poems. 1948-1984, Noonday Press, 
New York 1993, p. 18) 

16 See C.W. Pollard, New World Modernisms: T. S. Eliot, Derek Walcott, 
and Kamau Brathwaite, University of Virginia Press, Charlottesville 2004. 
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literature finds its meaning and its sense of historical 
belonging».17 This order is certainly not stable, as it can be 
modified with the introduction of a new work of art. Yet, every 
writer who wishes to enter the perfect order of tradition, in 
Eliot’s view, «must inevitably be judged by the standards of the 
past»;18 they must, differently put, pay their due to the greatest 
writers of the past whose works are always a simultaneously 
present in each literary endeavour that follows them. Walcott, 
nonetheless, cannot ignore the fact that western literature has 
been complicit with the discursive marginalisation of the 
Caribbean, and has often dealt with it as a place outside history, 
exotic, and backward. If the poet’s journey narrated in Omeros 
takes literary tradition as a point of departure and arrival, then it 
must do so in a way that certainly disrupts the ideal order 
imagined by Eliot. As tradition is implicitly white, European 
and mostly masculine (whenever Eliot refers to the artist, he 
uses the personal pronoun ‘he’), the poet (as well as Walcott) 
finds himself in the uncomfortable position of seeking inclusion 
in a space which has served as an instrument of exclusion.  

 
 
2. Omeros’ Dialogic Processes of Self-Constitution 
 
In this perspective, it is highly significant that the poet first 

introduces himself not as a writer, but as a reader. Since 
language and literature figure in the poem as the site of both the 
poet/narrator’s exile and of his homecoming, the first step that 
the poet undertakes in his journey is an acknowledgement of the 
‘other’, or, more specifically, of the role that the ‘other’ played 
in his access to language and literature, as well as in the 
development of his poetry. Before saying ‘I’ for the first time 
Walcott uses the pronoun ‘you’ as he invokes Homer, his main 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 T.S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood. Essays on Poetry and Criticism, Methuen, 

London 1960, p. 50.  
18 Ibidem.  
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literary model: «O open this day with the conch’s moan, 
Omeros, / as you did in my boyhood, when I was a noun / 
gently exhaled from the palate of the sunrise».19 The reference 
to the poet’s boyhood evokes a primordial time of inventiveness 
and possibilities, which is also presented as a time of 
receptiveness and openness in the following lines: 

 
[…] Only in you, across centuries 
 of the sea’s parchment atlas, can I catch the noise 
of the surf lines wandering like the shambling fleece 
 
of the lighthouse flock, that Cyclops whose blind eye 
shut from the sunlight. […]20  
 
In these lines, Homer plays the role of a mediator: he is the 

voice of the ‘other’ who awakens the poet/narrator to his own 
creativity and a source of inspiration which does not only want 
to be imitated but also asks to be translated and renewed. The 
Greek poet’s inventiveness travels through time and space and 
reaches the shores of a world he could never have imagined. His 
poetry turns the sea into a «parchment atlas»,21 a map with 
creases and lines in which new connections – untold, unseen, 
and largely still unwritten – may somehow be heard by a 
receptive ear. The imagery in these lines shows that, on the one 
hand, Homer’s poetry will function as a filter through which to 
describe Caribbean reality and it will allow the poet/narrator to 
see a transformative connection between culture and nature, the 
past and the present. On the other hand, the long-lost, ancient 
Homeric world will be revived, and new life will be breathed 
into it as Saint Lucia gradually emerges as a new Ithaca. 

While the influence of Eliot’s classicism is clearly detectable 
in the above-quoted lines, Omeros also subverts it by exposing 
precisely what it hides: the issue of the unaccommodating, often 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 D. Walcott, Omeros, p. 26. 
20 Ibidem.  
21 Ibidem. 
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disturbing presence of the other. Although Walcott’s poetry may 
indeed assert the immortality of Homer’s poetry, what it 
achieves is not what Eliot referred to as an aesthetic ‘ideal 
order’, but rather the displacement of a Eurocentric literary 
tradition, so that it may become receptive of the Caribbean and 
African cultures. «The writers of my generation were natural 
assimilators», writes Walcott in his essay What the Twilight 
Says, «[w]e knew everything of empires, Greek, Roman, 
British, through their essential classics; and both the patois of 
the street and the language of the classroom hid the elation of 
discovery».22 The very fact that the legendary author of the 
Odyssey is addressed not with his English, but rather with his 
Greek name, Omeros, transliterated into the Latin alphabet, 
hints at this idea of new ‘translation’ of his work, that may 
actually liberate it from the narrow world of the classroom to 
bring it back to an epic, more popular dimension. While 
Walcott’s poem is not written in patois, Walcott’s ambition was 
to write it in an English that may reproduce as faithfully as 
possible the tone and the rhythm of its vernacular. This means 
that it should be a language able to incorporate ‘difference’ as 
well, and the complexity of the Caribbean as a contact zone.  

The repetition of the word ‘Omeros’ at the end of section II 
and the beginning of section III in Chapter II (Book I) hints at 
the very ideas of exchange, translation, displacement, and 
difference. In the final lines of section II, the narrator reports the 
word of a Greek girl whom he presumably met in the United 
States («A wind turns the harbour’s pages back to the voice/ that 
hummed in the vase of a girl’s throat: “Omeros”»),23 while in 
section III the girl speaks directly: 

 
«O-meros» she laughed. «That’s what we call him in Greek», 
stroking the small bust with its boxer’s broken nose, 
and I thought of Seven Seas sitting near the reek 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 D. Walcott, What the Twilight Says, p. 4.  
23 D. Walcott, Omeros, p. 28. 
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of drying fishnets, listening to the shallows’ noise. 
I said: «Homer and Virgil are New England’s farmers 
and the winged horse guards their gas-station, you are right»24 
 
The dash that separates the two parts of the word ‘Omeros’ 

signals the difference in voice and accent. The girl’s utterance 
adds new meanings to it, and paves the way for a much more 
humorous, down-to-earth representation of the Greek poet. She 
even laughs as she strokes a «small bust with its boxer’s broken 
nose», thus indicating that her relationship to the old Greek poet 
is more intimate and less reverential than the one Walcott 
configured in the previous section. Subsequently, the image that 
the narrator associates with the bust is also of a much more 
prosaic nature than those of the previous section, as he thinks of 
the blind fisherman Seven Seas and of the stench of the latter’s 
fishnets. In general, the stanzas perform a form of gradual 
carnivalisation that further dethrones the revered image of 
Homer, and which is epitomised in the narrator’s pronouncement 
in which he compares him and Virgil to American farmers and 
gas-station managers.  

The next stanza brings this transformation even further, and 
the word ‘Omeros’ is not only carnivalised, but even 
‘deterritorialised’ when, in turn, the poet/narrator repeats it 
«And O was the conch-shell’s invocation, mer was/ both mother 
and sea in our Antillean patois,/ os, a grey bone, and the white 
surf as it crashes».25 With the word ‘deterritorialisation’, the 
French philosophers Deleuze and Guattari referred to a process 
in which order and control are taken away from language, and 
sets of previous relations are decontextualised, in order to 
prepare words to be ‘reterritorialised’, or re-inhabited, in a 
different way.26 The word ‘Omeros’ is broken into smaller units 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ibidem.  
25 Ibidem. 
26 G. Deleuze and F. Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and 

schizophrenia, Trans. Brian Massumi, Continuum, London and New York 
2004. 
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of sound, each of which becomes a new unit of meaning, so that 
new connections between the ancient Greek poet and the 
Caribbean reality of today can be established. Most 
interestingly, these new units of meaning do not only include 
foreign languages such as the Antillean patois («mer») or Latin 
(«os»), but they also include some pure sound («the conch-shell 
invocation»), as to indicate that the poem will also strive to give 
voice to the untamed, unexpressed voice of the Caribbean 
nature. Implicitly, when the poet pronounces the word ‘Omeros’ 
after the girl (or, as we could also say, after he ‘steals’ it from 
the girl), he makes clear that he is looking for a new, alternative 
path that will allow him to ‘return home’ by using words in a 
new way, and to reconnect with Homer and Western literary 
tradition by exploring foreignness.  

The most striking feature of the Greek girl’s episode is the 
juxtaposition of tones, messages, and images which seem to 
interact in a never-ending dialogue in which new meanings 
constantly emerge. In the following lines, the girl (whose name 
is revealed to be Antigone, like the protagonist of Sophocles’ 
tragedy who, similarly to the poet himself, is torn by conflicting 
allegiances) declares her desire to go back home («“I’m tired of 
America, it’s time for me to go back / to Greece. I miss my 
island”. I write, it returns – / the way she turned and shook out 
the black gust of hair»).27 Her image is superimposed with that 
of Homer («and I felt that another cold bust, not hers but yours/ 
saw this with stone almonds for eyes [...]»),28 as if the latter was 
watching the narrator and asking him to come home as well. A 
new type of dialogue arises again between the two poets, as the 
narrator explicitly refers to Saint Lucia’s history of suffering 
and injustice: 

 
But if it [Homer’s bust] could read between the lines of her floor 
like a white-hot deck uncaulked by Antillean heat,  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Ivi, p. 30. 
28 Ibidem. 
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to the shadow in its hold, its nostrils might flare 
 
at the stench from manacled ankles, the coffled feet 
scraping like leaves, and perhaps the inculpable marble 
would have turned its white seeds away, to widen 
 
The bow of its mouth at the horror under her table,  
from the lyre of her [Antigone’s] armchair draped with its white 
chiton, 
to do what the past always does: suffer and stare.29 
 
The lines contain an implicit denunciation of western art’s 

indifference to the suffering of those who were forcibly 
deported to the Americas and enslaved. The conclusion of the 
section contains a declaration of intent, as it addresses the need 
to create a new form of epic poetry which will be able to include 
not only the suffering and affliction of slavery, but also the 
cursing that testifies the will to survive: «And I heard a hollow 
moan exhaled from a vase,/ not for kings foundering in lances 
of rain; the prose/ of abrupt fishermen cursing over canoes».30 
The ambition of the narrator is, therefore, to speak a variety of 
languages and dialects so as to include also the voices of those 
who were never represented in the great epic of the past. 

 
 
3. Conclusion 
 
The section that has been analysed here does not deal 

directly with the experience of travelling, and yet it shows that 
the narrator’s journey home, as well as the fashioning and 
performance of his own lyric ‘I’, will take place in the form of a 
positioning amid an unstable exchange between different 
speakers. As the poem unfolds, the poet/narrator will travel to 
the «cities that open up like the World’s Classic»31 – the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Ibidem. 
30 Ibidem. 
31 Ivi, p. 314. 
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Western metropolises that have somehow become a sort of 
canon for someone who aspires to become an intellectual – 
before returning to his small, native Saint Lucia. He will have 
the opportunity to conduct a dialogue with a variety of 
characters from the present, the past and even from the world of 
imagination. He will let himself be transformed by these 
encounters, and at the same time, he will steal the other’s word 
and ‘deterritorialize’ it. He will take it away from its territorial 
belonging and from the sets of relations in which it is ingrained 
in order to prepare it for further processes of reterritorialisation. 
Identity is presented as ‘transformation’ rather than ‘stasis’, as 
each time the speaker establishes a new relation with the ‘other’, 
he is, in turn, deterritorialised by the latter. Writing emerges 
almost as a geographical endeavour, as it allows both the writer 
and the reader to trace and map the multiple paths that the 
encounter with the ‘other’ may take.  

What is also relevant is that the search for identity that takes 
place in the poem does not only concern an individual, but it 
creates a path that is meant to be ‘political’ and ‘collective’. 
Firstly, it is political because the need to write about a 
Caribbean ‘return to a native land’ is strictly linked to a need for 
recognition and representation. Finding new languages to deal 
with violent cultural encounters and hybridisation processes is 
necessary so that a new self-awareness may develop in a too 
often marginalised area. Secondly, the search for identity that 
Omeros performs is collective because the ‘poetics of identity’ 
that emerges from the text is also a ‘poetics of alterity’. The 
voice of the narrator is a composite, complex one, which never 
speaks only for itself but always leans upon other people’s 
enunciations, which could be high literary references or the 
dialect of common people. Also, his ‘I’ is not only his own, but 
it traverses a variety of experiences; it is, in fact, a ‘we’.  The 
narrator’s homecoming journey would not make sense on its 
own, it acquires meaning only if intertwined with that of the 
other characters, who set out to explore other components of the 
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Caribbean experience. When Achille travels to Africa, the 
narrator says: «Half of me was with him. One half with a 
midshipman / by a Dutch Canal».32 This highlights that each 
character does not live in isolation, but they all participate in a 
shared history of multiple connections.  

‘Political’, ‘collective’ and ‘deterritorialising’: these are the 
three main features of what Deleuze and Guattari, in their 
analysis of the work of the Czech writer Franz Kafka, called 
‘Minor Literature’. According to the two French philosophers, a 
‘Minor Literature’ is not a literature written in a ‘minor 
language’, but «rather that which a minority constructs within a 
major language».33 It is, in other way, a form of resistance that 
takes its roots in the contact zone, through the interactions 
among different groups in asymmetrical relations, and the 
strategies that the oppressed develop in order to survive. In this 
light, what Eliot called ‘individual talent’ should not be seen as 
the artists’ capacity to surrender themselves to the vast order of 
tradition, but rather as the capacity to unsettle tradition, and to 
explore the multiple relations that make hybrid selves come into 
being.   

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Ivi, p. 228. 
33 G. Deleuze and F. Guattari, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature, 

University of Minnesota Press, Minnesota 1986, p. 16. 



	  

	  

ELENA MANCA 
 

LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL PERCEPTIONS OF ‘SPACE’  
IN THE TOURIST EXPERIENCE:  

A CONTRASTIVE ANALYSIS OF A CONTACT ZONE 
 
1. Introduction 
 
This article aims to investigate the selection of ‘processes’ 

realised in the verbal group1 in two corpora of tourist official 
websites advertising Italy and Great Britain as tourist 
destinations. In particular, the analysis will focus on the use of 
verbal groups in the description of places and tourist attractions 
such as parks, cities, and sea. The aim of this analysis is to 
uncover systematic tendencies in the frequency of usage of the 
different types of processes that may reflect the cultural 
tendencies of the two countries taken into account.  

The basic assumption underlying this work is that the 
relationship between language and space and the way people 
think and talk about spatial notions is culture-dependent and that 
verbs selected in connection with the concept of space may be 
characterised by a usage, which is strictly correlated with the 
cultural system behind the tourist texts in which they are 
included. This relationship has been extensively studied by 
scholars from different traditions. In line with the cognitivist 
approach, Levinson,2 for example, analyses spatial notions 
through language, in both their generalities and cultural 
specificities, and starts from the main assumption that 
«linguistic patterns point to some systematic differences in the 
cognitive style with which individuals of different cultures deal 
with space».3 Landau and Jackendoff4 maintain that language 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 M.A.K. Halliday, An Introduction to Functional Grammar (3rd ed., 

revised by C. Mathiessen), Edward Arnold, London 2004. 
2 S.C. Levinson, Language and Space, «Annual Review of Anthropology», 

25 (1996), p. 356.  
3 Ibidem. 



Elena Manca 

	  

106 

and spatial understanding map onto each other and language 
draws on our spatial representations in order to talk about what 
we perceive, and that spatial relations are incorporated both by 
prepositions and verbs.5 Talmy, talking about the process of 
schematisation, a process that involves the systematic selection 
of certain aspects of a referent scene to represent the whole, 
suggests that at the macroscopic expository level,6 conceptual 
contents such as the organisation of space can be conveyed. In 
order to do this, the main resources are open-class lexical 
elements such as verbs, nouns, and adjectives. Talmy7 notices 
some cross-linguistic variations in motion events which are 
visible in two main lexicalisation strategies, namely to package 
the spatial path with the verb (as in ‘enter’) or to package the 
path separately as a satellite (as in ‘go in’). This tendency is 
explained by distinguishing languages into ‘satellite-framed 
languages’ and ‘verb-framed languages’: the first are languages 
(such as English) in which the path component is preferably 
encoded by various particles or “satellites” associated with the 
verb, such as prepositions, prefixes, postpositions, and so on, 
while the latter are languages (such as Italian) in which the 
“path of motion” is characteristically encoded by the verb.  
What is interesting of this theory is that it seems to confirm the 
existence of a relationship between the selection of language 
items and linguistic (and cultural) systems. 

In tourism discourse research, the relationship between 
language and space has been investigated by Cappelli,8 who, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

4 B. Landau, R. Jackendoff, “What” and “Where”, in Spatial Language 
and Spatial Cognition, «Behavioral and Brain Sciences», 16 (1993), p. 217. 

5 Ivi, p. 223. 
6 L. Talmy, Towards a Cognitive Semantics, Vol. 2, MIT Press, Cambridge, 

MA 2000, p. 187. 
7 L. Talmy, Lexicalization Patterns: Semantic Structure in Lexical Forms 

in T. Shopen, (ed.), Language Typology and Syntactic Description, Vol. 3, 
(Grammatical Categories and the Lexicon), Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge 1985, pp. 56-149. 

8 G. Cappelli, Travelling in Space: Spatial Representation in English and 
Italian Tourism Discourse, «Textus», 1 (2012), in L. Fodde and G.V.D. 
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following Talmy’s9 and Landau and Jackendoff’s10 cognitive 
pragmatic approach, analyses all the verbs used in descriptions 
of the location and movement of inanimate entities in two small 
corpora of English and Italian guidebooks. Her investigation 
shows that even though Italian and English differ typologically 
in terms of the lexicalisation of spatial information, the use of 
verbs of motion and location in fictive motion events is 
comparable in the two languages.11 In line with a more 
functional systemic approach, Castello12 explores the use of 
existential and locative constructions in a learner corpus of 
promotional tourist texts written by university students of 
English and compares the findings to those obtained from the 
analysis of a corpus of texts written by tourism industry 
professionals. These constructions are frequently used in tourist 
texts to locate in space tourist resorts, attractions and facilities. 
Results obtained by Castello suggest that existentials are used 
differently by learners and by experts. Learners favour extended 
existentials to locate definite referents, make use of a large 
number of instances in which the pattern ‘there is/’s/are’ is used 
with locative inversion, frequently use the pattern ‘is 
situated/placed/located’, and produce some non-idiomatic and 
some erroneous patterns, such as the use of unusual temporal 
adjuncts or the wrong pattern ‘adjunct of space + is/are + 
situated/placed + noun phrase’. Conversely, experts tend to use 
bare existentials with indefinite referents, produce clauses with 
non-concord between ‘there is/’s/are’ and the head noun, 
preferably opt to either omit existential ‘there’ or to use such 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Abbeele (eds.), Special Issue on Tourism and Tourists in Language and 
Linguistics, pp. 19-35. 

9 L. Talmy, Towards a Cognitive Semantics. 
10 B. Landau, R. Jackendoff, “What” and “Where”. 
11 G. Cappelli, Travelling in Space, pp. 31-32. 
12 E. Castello, Exploring Existential and Locative Constructions in a 

Learner and in an Expert Corpus of Promotional Tourist Texts, in C. Desoutter, 
D. Heller and M. Sala (eds.), Corpora in Specialized Communication, CERLIS 
series, Bergamo 2013, pp. 385-410. 
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verbs as ‘stand’ and ‘lie’, use the bare forms of the verbs ‘set’, 
‘situated’, ‘located’, and use the pattern ‘is/are + adverb + 
placed/situated/set to’ to talk about the advantages of the 
position of a place. Although these differences are surely due to 
differing degrees of competence of the English language, it 
needs to be considered that a higher level of competence 
inevitably involves an underlying higher cognitive 
specialisation which helps expert integrate spatial features into 
language. 

The methodological approach adopted in this paper combines 
aspects of the Systemic Functional grammar, in particular the 
notion of Transitivity and the selection of processes and 
participants, with the quantitative approach of Corpus 
Linguistics. The two corpora considered for analysis, each one 
comprising of the official websites of tourist promotion of Italy 
and Great Britain, will be analysed by means of the tools 
Wordlist and Concordance available in the Wordsmith Tools 
software13 in order to detect frequencies and usages of verbs in 
the description of some tourist attractions. Results will be 
interpreted from a cultural perspective by considering the 
Cultural Grammar Model14 based on the theories of Cross-
cultural Studies15. 

As anticipated above, the aim of this paper is to uncover 
systematic tendencies in the way the two websites (and the two 
cultures) select processes when describing spaces and to 
identify the presence or the absence of a contact zone, which 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 M. Scott, WordSmith Tools version 6, Lexical Analysis Software, Stroud 

2012. 
14 E. Manca, Official Tourist Websites and the Cultural Communication 

Grammar Model: Analysing Language, Visuals, and Cultural Features, 
«Cultus», 9 (2016b), 1, pp. 2-22. 

15 E.T. Hall, Beyond Culture, Doubleday, New York [1976]1989; G. 
Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences, Sage, Thousand Oaks (CA) 1980; G. 
Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations: Software of the Mind, McGraw Hill, 
London 1991. 
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may act as a link between the two countries within the specific 
language of tourism.  

2. Theoretical Background 
 
The clauses in a text simultaneously contain ideational, 

interpersonal and textual meanings, that is to say they are able 
to represent reality and to describe the relationships between 
participants, and how these meanings are structured into a 
message.16 The Ideational meaning is concerned with the way 
external reality, that is to say the outside world, is represented in 
a text. For this reason, the analysis of this meaning or 
metafunction may help us identify how space is described by 
the English and the Italian languages of tourism.  

The Ideational meaning is comprised of two components, the 
Experiential metafunction and the Logical metafunction. The 
former is expressed through the system of Transitivity, which 
refers to the grammatical representation of relationships 
between participants, processes and circumstances in a clause. 
Three main aspects of a clause can be described through the 
analysis of Transitivity:17 the selection of a ‘process’, realised in 
the verbal group; the selection of ‘participants’, realised in the 
nominal group; the selection of ‘circumstances’, expressed 
through adverbial groups or prepositional phrases. Processes, 
which are realised in the verbal group, can be of different types 
depending on what they describe. They can be: Material, 
Mental, Verbal, Behavioural, Existential, and Relational.18  

A clause describing processes of doing, concrete actions, is 
said to describe Material processes (for example: ‘shape’, 
‘reveal’, ‘take’, ‘sit’, ‘visit’, ‘discover’, ‘build’). The doer of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

16 M.A.K. Halliday, Language as Social Semiotics: the Social Interpretation 
of Language and Meaning, Edward Arnold, London 1978; M.A.K. Halliday, 
Introduction to Functional Grammar, Edward Arnold, London 1985. 

17 S. Eggins, An Introduction to Systemic Functional Linguistics, Continuum, 
London 20112, p. 214. 

18 M.A.K. Halliday, An Introduction to Functional Grammar. 
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action is the Actor, the participant that benefits from the process 
is the Beneficiary and the participant at whom the process is 
directed is the Goal. Conversely, processes which encode 
meanings of thinking, perceiving or feeling are defined as 
Mental processes (such as: ‘realise’, ‘like’, ‘hear’, ‘see’, 
‘desire’, ‘experience’, ‘think’, ‘believe’). The participant that 
thinks, feels, and perceives is the Senser while what is perceived 
is the Phenomenon. The third process type is defined as 
Behavioural: it refers to a type of action which has to be 
experienced by a conscious being and which differs from 
passive sensing (such as ‘hearing’ or ‘seeing’) because it is 
always active behaviour (examples are: ‘watching’, ‘listening’, 
‘pondering’, ‘meditating’, ‘laugh’, ‘talk’, ‘cry’, and so on). The 
main participant is the Behaver and the participant at whom the 
process is directed is the Phenomenon. Verbal processes are 
processes of verbal actions such as ‘say’ and all its synonyms. 
The participant that is responsible for the verbal process is the 
Sayer, the one to whom the verbal process is directed is the 
Receiver and the nominalised statement is the Verbiage. There 
are also processes which describe states of being rather than 
actions and these are: Existential processes, when things are 
simply stated to exist (for example, clauses with existential 
‘there’, such as ‘there is’, ‘there stood’, ‘there hangs’), whose 
only obligatory participant is the Existent; Relational processes 
when things are stated to exist in relation to other things. 
Relational processes require two participants and are connected 
with being, possessing and becoming. These processes can be of 
two types: Attributive and Identifying processes. The general 
structure of an Attributive process is, for example, A (the 
Attribute) is an attribute of B (the Carrier), whereas the general 
structure of an Identifying process is A (the Token) is the 
identity of B (the Value). In the Identifying processes, the action 
does not correspond to classifying but rather to defining, to the 
establishment of an identity (for example: ‘Tourism represents a 
large sector of Australian economy’). Furthermore, Relational 
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processes can be of three sub-types: intensive, possessive and 
circumstantial. The first type is when a quality or a 
classification is assigned to a Participant (e.g ‘Dartmoor 
National Park is a rugged, eerily beautiful place’); the second 
type is when something is described in terms of ownership or 
possession (e.g. ‘The New Forest National Park has much more 
to offer than woodland’), and the third type is realised when a 
Circumstance is expressed as a Process (e.g. ‘The Yorkshire 
Dales National Park is located around the Pennines in the North 
of England’). 

In the analysis described in the following sections, the three 
types of Relational processes will be referred to by using the 
broader classifications of Attributive or Identifying processes. 

Circumstances usually are another type of participant in the 
clause and they may occur with all process types. 
Circumstances describe where, when, how, and why processes 
occur. Actions are performed by participants in/with certain 
circumstances: with a certain duration (Extent) or in a definite 
time and place (Location), in a given way (Manner), for a 
certain reason or cause (Cause), with other participants 
(Accompaniment), performing a certain role (Role). 

The second component of the Ideational meaning is the 
Logical meaning, which is the logical structure of the clause 
complex. Language users have available a number of structural 
resources which allow them to create logical connections 
between experiential events. These structures are systems such 
as the Tactic system, including parataxis and hypotaxis, and the 
Logico-semantic system, which includes projection (when a 
clause is quoted or reported by another clause) and expansion 
(when one clause extends on the meanings of another). 

As anticipated above, in this paper we are interested in those 
processes, which are selected in the description of ‘tourist 
spaces’. For this reason, only the Ideational meaning has been 
considered for analysis. 
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Previous research on Transitivity analysis in tourism and 
travel texts has shown that the system of Transitivity usually 
resorts to Material processes expressing movement, Mental 
processes indicating sensorial perception, and Circumstances of 
spatial extent and location. An important role is also performed 
by the processes of Attribution and Identification, which are 
associated with circumstances of manner and role.19 In an 
analysis of some descriptions of three tourist destinations from 
three official tourist websites (Italy, Great Britain, and 
Australia), Manca20 notices that although Material processes are 
predominantly used, the Actors of these processes are different 
in the three websites. For example, in the Italian extract 
considered for Transitivity analysis, the Actor of Material 
processes is almost always represented by the destination 
described, while in the two English texts analysed the Actors are 
mainly represented by the potential visitors of the destinations. 
Attributive processes tend to be much more preferred in the 
Italian text whereas Mental processes show up only in the 
British and Australian texts, although with limited frequency.  

Furthermore, in her Cultural Grammar model, Manca21 
suggests the existence of a relationship between cultural 
tendencies and the selection of processes. According to her 
framework, the Expressional metafunction, that is to say the 
way aspects of a culture are expressed and represented through 
the linguistic and visual modes, is configured through the 
systems of Doing and Being.22 These two systems are derived 
from the orientation of Action, elaborated by Brake et al.23 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 S. Francesconi, Reading Tourism Texts: a Multimodal Analysis, 

Channel View Publications, Bristol 2014, p. 46. 
20 E. Manca, Persuasion in Tourism Discourse. Methodologies and 

Models, Cambridge Scholars Publishers, Newcastle upon Tyne 2016, p. 62. 
21 E. Manca, Official Tourist Websites and the Cultural Communication 

Grammar Model, 2016. 
22 Ivi, p. 8. 
23 T. Brake, D.M. Walker and T. Walker, Doing Business Internationally: 

The Guide to Cross-Cultural Success, Irwin, Burr Ridge 1995, p. 39. 
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following Kluckhohn,24 Hofstede25 and Hall.26 As Katan27 
explains, the orientation of Action has at one end of the cline the 
Being, corresponding to the state, to the non-action, and at the 
other extreme the Doing, which corresponds to the action. The 
Being orientation operates at the level of identity (you are what 
you do), whereas the Doing orientation separates the level of 
behaviour from the level of identity (you are and you do). The 
Doing, which corresponds to action is a system of 
communication which tends to keep facts separated from 
opinions and feelings. Conversely, the Being, corresponding to 
the state, to non-action, is characterised by a communication in 
which facts, opinions and feelings are strictly interrelated. 
Cultures which realise the Expressional metafunction through 
the system of Doing (such as the British culture) are expected to 
construe themselves using facts, rather than feelings and 
opinions and to make a more frequent use of Material processes. 
On the other hand, those cultures which configure the 
Expressional metafunction through the system of Being (such as 
the Italian one) do not separate identity and behaviour and will 
use more personal feelings and opinions in communication, and 
will tend to select more frequently Existential and Relational 
processes.  

It needs to be said that this model does not talk about clear-
cut differences in the way aspects of culture are expressed but 
rather about tendencies and preferences of selection. 

The aim of the analysis described in this paper is, therefore, 
to check if there are systematic differences in the selection of 
processes carried out in the two websites to describe tourist 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 F.R. Kluckhohn, F.L. Strodtbeck, Variations in Value Orientations, 

Row, Peterson & CO, Evanston (IL) 1961. 
25 G. Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations. 
26 E.T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension, Doubleday, New York 1982; E.T. 

Hall, The Dance of Life, Doubleday, New York 1983. 
27 D.M., Katan, Translating Cultures. An Introduction for Translators, 

Interpreters and Mediators, St. Jerome Publishing, Manchester 2004, p. 316. 
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spaces and if so, whether these differences can be interpreted 
from a cultural perspective. 

3. Data and Analysis 
 
The linguistic content of the two official websites for the 

tourist promotion of Italy and of Great Britain28 has been 
downloaded and converted into a .txt file. The two corpora 
assembled can be defined comparable because they contain 
similar text types and focus on similar subject domains. The 
British corpus (hence VisBrit) has 86,112 running words and 
the Italian corpus (hence VisIt) is composed of 163,763 running 
words. 

Two wordlists have been obtained by using the software 
WordSmith Tools29 and the three most frequent Italian nouns 
referring to ‘spaces’ together with their corresponding English 
equivalents have been isolated, namely città, mare, and parco 
and their English equivalents ‘park’, ‘city’ and ‘sea’. The 
concept of space used in this paper is, therefore, limited to three 
specific places, frequently described in the two websites as 
natural or historic attraction for tourists. For each node word a 
concordance has been run in order to identify all the verbs co-
occurring with them. All these verbs have been classified 
according to the process they refer to.   

 
VisIt VisBrit 

Node word % Node word % 
città (city/cities) 0.32 Park 0.33 
mare (sea) 0.23 City 0.31 
parco (park) 0.17 Sea 0.9 

 
Table 1. List of the three most frequent words referring to ‘space’ in the VisIt 

and their equivalents in the VisBrit 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 www.italia.it (Official website of tourist promotion of Italy), accessed 

from August to September 2016, www.visitbritain.co.uk (Official website of 
tourist promotion of Great Britain), accessed from August to September 2016. 

29 M. Scott, WordSmith Tools version 6. 
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3.1 Città and City 
 
The noun città occurs with a percentage of 0.32% in the 

VisIt and its literal translation equivalent has a percentage of 
0.31% in the VisBrit.  

In 114 instances out of 483 (about 25%), the Italian item 
città occurs in clauses where a Material process is selected. In 
46 of these instances (about 46%), città is selected as Actor, and 
in the remaining instances (apart from a couple of instances in 
which it is selected as Beneficiary), it is used as Goal (55%). 
Some examples are reported below:  

1) ‘La città fonda’ le sue radici sull’arte e sulla natura (lit. transl.: the 
city founds its roots on art and nature). 
2) Testimonianza del periodo Svevo-Angioino è la Fortezza che 
‘domina dall’alto l’intera città’  
(lit. transl.:  evidence of the Swabian Angevin period is the Fortress, 
which dominates the entire city from above). 

In 190 out of the total instances (about 39%), the node word 
occurs in clauses where either Existential or Relational 
processes are selected. The most frequent of these processes is 
the Identifying with 101 examples (about 21% of the total 
instances of città), followed by the Attributive, which is selected 
in 71 instances (about 13%), and the Existential in 18 instances 
(4%).  

When an Identifying process is selected, the node word is 
mainly used as Value (86 instances corresponding to a 
percentage of 85% out of the total number of Identifying 
processes). Indeed, the Token, in the clause, is often constituted 
by a proper name, which is defined by the noun group in the 
Value, as, for example, in: 

3) Padova ‘è una delle città più antiche’ ed allo stesso tempo più 
dinamiche d’Italia (lit. transl.: Padua is one of the oldest as well as 
vibrant cities in Italy). 
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When the node word is selected as a Token (15 instances 
corresponding to 15%), it occurs as the only element in the noun 
group or together with a proper name. Some examples are 
reported below: 

4) ‘La città di Maratea è una preziosa perla’ incastonata nel Golfo di 
Policastro (lit.transl: the city of Maratea is a precious pearl set in the 
Gulf of Policastro). 

When the Attributive process is selected, the node word 
occurs more frequently as an Attribute (58%) rather than as a 
Carrier (42%). Here follows an example: 

5) Modena ‘è una città dall’importante passato’ (lit. transl.: Modena 
is a city with an important past). 

As said above, few Existential processes have been identified 
in connection with the Italian città. In most cases, the node word 
is preceded by c’è/ci sono (there is/there are). The Italian verb si 
trova/si trovano has been considered an Existential in that it 
describes both the existence and the location of the city.  

6) Adagiata nel verde, ‘c’è la città di Catania’ con le sue grandi 
piazze e larghe strade (lit. transl.: Lying in the green, there is the city 
of Catania with its large squares and wide streets). 
7) Nel cuore della Provincia, ‘si trova Padova’, città dinamica e 
vitale (lit. transl.: In the heart of the Province, is Padua, dynamic and 
lively city). 

Another set of instances needs to be treated separately, 
because the Existential or the Relational processes are selected 
in an elliptical relative clause, which is embedded in another 
clause containing a Material process. Some examples are 
reported below: 

8) Il percorso di visita inizia a Trieste, ‘affascinante città d’arte’ 
affacciata sul mare (lit. transl.: The visit starts in Trieste, charming 
city of art by the sea). 
9) Attraversato lo stretto, si sbarca nel porto di Messina, ‘cuore 
pulsante della città’ (lit. transl.: once the strait has been crossed, you 
will land in Messina harbour, beating heart of the city). 
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Although the noun groups can be considered as a complex 
apposition from a grammatical perspective, in the Transitivity 
analysis they may be considered as part of a clause where 
Existential or Relational processes are implicit. There are 50 
examples of these clauses in the concordance of the word città, 
which correspond to a percentage of 10%. If we sum up this 
percentage to the percentage of occurrence of Existential and 
Relational processes, the total amount of clauses which do not 
include the city in descriptions of actions equals to 48%.  

No other processes can be identified in the clauses including 
città, apart from Mental processes, which, however, have a very 
low percentage of occurrence (2%). 

The node word is also frequently found as an element of the 
group constituting the Circumstance (118 instances 
corresponding to 24%). The most frequent Circumstance 
selected is Location (85%), followed by Accompaniment (5%), 
and Manner (5%). Some examples are reported below: 

10) Il Castello di Carlo V si trova ‘nella parte più antica della città’ 
(lit. transl.: Charles V Castle is in the oldest part of the city). 
11) Ragusa, Scicli e Modica, che ‘assieme alle altre cinque città’ in 
provincia di Catania e Siracusa, fanno parte del sito della Val di Noto 
(lit. transl.: Ragusa, Scicli and Modica, that together with other five 
cities in the provinces of Catania and Siracusa, are part of the Val di 
Noto site). 
12) […] il quartiere Venezia Nuova, realizzato ‘sul modello della città 
lagunare’ (lit. transl.: the Venezia Nuova district which was built 
according to the model of the lagoon city). 

Summarising the results, the Italian città is mainly used in 
clauses in which Existentials and Relational clauses are selected 
(48%). Among these processes, the Identifying is much more 
preferred and used to establish an identity. Furthermore, the 
noun is also co-selected with Material processes and with 
Circumstances, particularly with those expressing Location. 
Table 2 summarises the results so far obtained. 
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Processes Città  
Material 25% Material/Actor 43% 

Material/Goal 55% 
Identifying 21% Identifying/Token 15% 

Identifying/Value 85% 
Attributive 13% Attributive/Carrier 42% 

Attributive/Attribute 58% 
Existential 4%  
Embedded Relatives 10% 
Circumstances 24% Location 87% 

Accompaniment 5% 
Manner 5% 

 
Table 2. Percentages of co-selection of Processes  

and Circumstances with città. 
 
The English word ‘city’ occurs 212 times in the VisBrit 

(0.31%). In 42 instances out of 212 (about 20%), the English 
noun occurs in clauses where a Material process is selected. 
Percentages of occurrence show that ‘city’ is more frequently 
selected as Goal (79%) rather than as Actor (21%). Some 
examples are reported below:  

13) ‘Explore the nearby cosmopolitan city’ of Carlisle and the historic 
town of Kendal. 
14) As well as events and performances by celebrated local artists, 
‘the city will be hosting’ the Turner Prize. 

Neither Existential processes nor Embedded Relatives 
including ‘city’ have been identified in the English corpus and 
Identifying processes are similarly scarcely used (only in 3% of 
cases). This is very interesting particularly if we consider that 
Identifying processes occur with a percentage of 21% with the 
Italian città. 

Conversely, Attributive processes are selected with a 
percentage of 24%, thus showing that they are much more 
preferred, in English, to both Material and Identifying 
processes. When the Attributive process is selected, ‘city’ is 
frequently selected as a Carrier (88%). Some examples are 
reported below: 
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15) ‘Liverpool city is soaked in culture’ and has one of the most 
impressive collections of museums. 
16) ‘The silver city Aberdeen’, Scotland’s third-largest city, ‘is a town 
with sparkle’. 

A high percentage of occurrence can be found if we consider 
the node word in its co-selection with a Circumstance (35%). In 
the Italian corpus this percentage was 24%. As expected, the 
most frequent Circumstance is Location (89%), followed by 
other much less frequent Circumstances such as Cause (4%), 
Manner (3%), and Accompaniment and Role, both occurring 
vary rarely (1.3%). Here follows an example: 

17) Take a trip ‘through the heart of a great rock and roll city’. 

Processes City  
Material 20% Material/Actor 21% 

Material/Goal 79% 
Identifying 3% Identifying/Token 17% 

Identifying/Value 83% 
Attributive 24% Attributive/Carrier 88% 

Attributive/Attribute 12% 
Existential 0.4%  
Embedded Relatives 0% 
Circumstances 35% Location 89% 

Cause 4% 
Accompaniment 1.3% 
Manner 3% 
Role 1.3% 
 

Table 3. Percentages of co-selection of Processes  
and Circumstances with ‘city’. 

As results summarized in Table 3 show, the English ‘city’ 
shows a clear tendency to be co-selected as a Circumstantial 
element rather than with Material (20%), Existential (0.4%), or 
Relational processes (27%). Conversely, the Italian città is 
mostly used in clauses where a state of being is described, as its 
percentages of occurrence with Relational processes (44%) and 
Existential processes (10%) show. The co-selection of the 
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Italian noun within a Circumstance (24%) is even slightly less 
frequent than its occurrence with Material processes (25%). 

The analysis proceeds with the node word parco with the 
aim of identifying systematic co-selections with the verbal 
group. 

 
3.2 Parco and Park 
 
The Italian noun parco occurs 285 times in the VisIt (0.17). 

In 12% of its instances, it occurs with Material processes and it 
is selected as an Actor or as a Goal with the same percentage 
(50%). Some examples are reported below: 

1) ‘Il Parco confina’ con una delle spiagge più vaste d’Italia, il Poetto 
(lit. transl: the Park borders with one of the longest beaches in Italy, 
the Poetto beach). 
2) Gli appassionati di storia non vorranno perdere l’occasione di 
‘visitare il Parco’ Archeologico di Nora (lit. transl.: history lovers 
won’t miss the chance to visit the Archaeological park of Nora). 

The node word shows a clear tendency to be associated with 
processes describing states of being rather than actions (52% vs. 
12%), as suggested by its percentages of co-selection with 
Identifying processes (19%), Attributive processes (20%), 
Existential processes (11%), and Embedded Relatives (2%). It is 
much more frequently used as a Value (72%) and as an 
Attribute (66%), as visible in the examples reported below: 

3) Il Monte Cucco e il relativo ‘Parco Naturale sono meta ideale’ per 
gli appassionati di escursionismo (lit. transl.: Mount Cucco and its 
nature park are the ideal destination for walkers). 
4) ‘Il Parco del Gargano, invece, è un vero paradiso’ per chi ama il 
birdwatching (lit. transl.: the park of the Gargano is a paradise for 
birdwatching lovers). 

The Italian parco is also used as an element of 
Circumstances (34%), particularly with Location (73%) but 
also, even though less frequently, with Accompaniment (10%) 
and Manner (10%) Circumstances: 
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5) ‘Nel Parco’ si possono ammirare 1600 specie vegetali e un regno 
faunistico tipico dell'Appenino (lit. transl.: in the park 1,600 species of 
plants and the characteristic wildlife of the Apennines can be seen). 

In conclusion, this node word is mainly used in Existential 
and Relational clauses (52%) but shows to be frequently co-
selected also with Circumstances (34%). Conversely, a less 
frequent association with Material processes (12%) is clearly 
shown by data, thus confirming the same tendency observed in 
the analysis of the Italian word città.  

 
Processes Parco  
Material 12% Material/Actor 50% 

Material/Goal 50% 
Identifying 19% Identifying/Token 28% 

Identifying/Value 72% 
Attributive 20% Attributive/Carrier 34% 

Attributive/Attribute 66% 
Existential 11%  
Embedded Relatives 2% 
Circumstances 34% Location 73% 

Accompaniment 10% 
Manner 10% 

Table 4. Percentages of co-selection of Processes and Circumstances 
with parco. 

The English word ‘park’ is one of the most frequent words in 
the VisBrit, as suggested by its percentage of occurrence, 
0.33%. It occurs with Material processes with a percentage of 
15% and, in these clauses, it is mainly used as a Goal (73%).  
Existential processes are almost absent in its concordance (2%) 
and Embedded Relatives are never used. Conversely, both 
Identifying processes (19%) and Attributive processes (17%) 
are co-selected with this node word, which shows a frequent 
occurrence as a Value (72%) and as a Carrier (86%). 
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5) ‘Explore the park’ on foot, by bike or horseback on one of the 
many long distance trails. 
6) ‘A great family option is Trevornick Holiday Park’ in Cornwall. 
7) ‘The park is home to’ several archaeological sites and significant 
historical places. 

Circumstantials are, for this English word as well, the main 
choice (42%) and this means that the ‘park’ is mainly described 
as a location that can be enjoyed by tourists. Indeed, the most 
frequent Circumstance is Location with a percentage of 
occurrence of 93% (results are summarized in Table 5): 

8) Spend a day ‘at the Queen Elizabeth Country Park’ and explore the 
1,400 acres of open woodland. 

Processes Park 
Material 15% Material/Actor 73% 

Material/Goal 27% 
Identifying 19% Identifying/Token 8% 

Identifying/Value 72% 
Attributive 17% Attributive/Carrier 86% 

Attributive/Attribute 4% 
Existential 2%  
Embedded Relatives 0% 
Circumstances 42% Location 93% 

Cause 1.3% 
Accompaniment 2.7% 
Comparison 2.7% 

Table 5. Percentages of co-selection of Processes 
 and Circumstances with ‘park’. 

As observed with città and ‘city’, the two literally equivalent 
words parco and ‘park’ differ in the frequency of association 
with the various elements of the clauses they are used in. The 
Italian node word parco shows a clear tendency to be co-
selected with processes, which describe a state of being whereas 
its English counterpart ‘park’ prefers to occur in 
Circumstantials. For this reason, two different ideas of space 
seem to appear: a space as a state of being, something which is 
and exists, and a space as a place to be and to be experienced. 
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3.3 Mare and Sea 
 
The Italian word mare is quite frequent in the VisIt and it has 

a percentage of 0.23%. Once again, Relational and Existential 
processes are preferred to Material processes (22.5 vs. 14%). 
What is different here, with respect to the two Italian words 
previously analysed, is the very high percentage of 
Circumstances, 60%. These figures suggest we are dealing with 
a different type of space compared to parks and cities: it is not 
only something, which is and exists but it is mainly the 
Location, the Cause and the Accompaniment of tourists’ 
holidays (see Table 6). Some examples are reported below: 

1) Il litorale offre l’opportunità di trascorrere giornate in pieno relax 
‘al mare’ (lit. transl.: The coast offers the opportunity to spend 
relaxing days by the sea). 
2) Perugia è adagiata su un collina a circa 500m ‘sul livello del 
mare’ (lit. transl.: Perugia sits on a hill 500m above sea level). 
3) […] la più vasta area protetta della regione è uno spettacolare 
balcone ‘affacciato sul mare’ (lit. transl.: the largest nature reserve of 
the region is a spectacular balcony leaned over the sea/overlooking the 
sea). 
4) […] Pizzo Calabro, una piccolo cittadina di origine medievale 
posizionata ‘a strapiombo sul mare’ (lit. transl.: Pizzo Calabro, a 
small Medieval village placed on a sheer cliff plunging down to the 
sea). 
5) ‘In comunicazione con il mare’, ospita molte specie rare di uccelli 
acquatici (lit. transl.: In communication with the sea, it hosts many 
species of rare sea birds). 
6) ‘Per gli amanti del mare’, la provincia di Cagliari è il luogo ideale 
per una vacanza (lit. transl.: For sea lovers, the province of Cagliari is 
the ideal place for a holiday). 
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Processes Mare  
Material 14% Material/Actor 41% 

Material/Goal 51% 
Material/Beneficiary 8% 

Identifying 10% Identifying/Token 30% 
Identifying/Value 70% 

Attributive 10% Attributive/Carrier 41% 
Attributive/Attribute 59% 

Existential 1.5%  
Embedded Relatives 0% 
Circumstances 60% Location 78% 

Cause 12% 
Accompaniment 5.5% 
Manner 3.5% 

Table 6. Percentages of co-selection of Processes  
and Circumstances with mare. 

The English literal equivalent of mare, ‘sea’, occurs with a 
percentage of 0.9% in the VisBrit. Interestingly, it occurs in 
most of its instances in Circumstances (85%), and with a 
percentage of 14% with Material processes. It almost never 
occurs in Existential or Relational processes. These figures 
suggest that, in the English corpus, the sea is mainly a Location, 
something, which exists as a background to tourist attractions. 

Consistently with what happens with the other two English 
words, Circumstances are preferred to processes when nouns 
referring to space are used (see Table 7). 

 
Processes Sea  
Material 14% Material/Actor 7% 

Material/Goal 83% 
Material/Beneficiary 0% 

Identifying 0.5% Identifying/Token 0% 
Identifying/Value 100% 

Attributive 0.5% Attributive/Carrier 0% 
Attributive/Attribute 100% 

Existential 0%  
Embedded Relatives 0% 
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Processes Sea 
Circumstances 85% Location 93% 

Cause 1.3% 
Accompaniment 2.7% 
Comparison 2.7% 

Table 7. Percentages of co-selection of Processes  
and Circumstances with ‘sea’. 

Although both the Italian mare and the English ‘sea’ are 
predominantly used in Circumstances, the percentage of 
association of the Italian word is lower than the English one 
(60% vs. 85%), and the Italian noun results to be co-selected 
also with Existential and Relational processes (22.5%) and with 
Material processes (14%).  

 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
It is interesting to notice that the selection of processes 

constitutes a ‘contact zone’, which may be posited as a general 
feature of the language of tourism: Material processes as well as 
Existential and Relational processes, and Circumstances of 
Location are the main choice of both websites and cultures 
when dealing with space. It may be assumed that both the 
Italian and the British cultures talk about spatial notions in the 
language of tourism resorting to the same linguistic strategies. 
In this contact zone, spaces are generally described as 
something which exists and has an identity, but also as 
something which is the actor or the goal of actions, and as a 
background to tourists’ holidays and discoveries. However, 
within this contact zone, systematically differing tendencies can 
be observed and cultural implications may be consequently 
derived: whilst the Italian words città and parco have a high 
percentage of association with Existential and Relational 
processes, namely  48% and 52%, the English words ‘city’, 
‘park’, and ‘sea’ show a strong preference of co-selection with 
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Circumstantials, and, in particular, with Circumstances of 
Location, namely 35%, 42%, and 85%. Even though the Italian 
mare is more frequently used in a Circumstance of Location, its 
percentage of usage (60%) is lower than the percentage of ‘sea’ 
used as a Location (85%), thus confirming a different 
conceptual perspective.  

The frequent use of Circumstances in the English websites 
may be partly explained by recurring to Talmy’s theories on 
satellite-framed languages. As mentioned above, in these 
languages, such as the English one, the path component is 
preferably encoded by “satellites” associated with the verb, 
which can be prepositions, prefixes, postpositions, and so on. 
This may contribute to the massive presence of Circumstances 
of Location in the English corpus. From a cultural perspective, 
these differences may be seen as the linguistic reflection of two 
different conceptual approaches to space: cities and parks are 
described and perceived by Italians as places which exist and 
which have their own identity and distinguishing features; 
British consider spaces as a background, as a place where 
leisure and activities unfold. What is interesting is that when 
‘city’, ‘park’, and ‘sea’ are selected in Circumstances, the 
process in the main clause is always Material. This confirms 
what is hypothesised in the Cultural Grammar Model:30 
cultures, such as the British one, which linguistically describe 
themselves through the system of Doing are expected to select 
more frequently Material processes, which may lend themselves 
better to the description of facts. Conversely, cultures which 
realise the Expressional metafunction through the system of 
Being (such as the Italian one) show a tendency to select more 
frequently Existential and Relational processes which are able 
to create those relationships between things and their attributes 
which are more typical of descriptions of opinions and feelings. 
The two concepts of status (Being) vs. action (Doing) seem to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

30 E. Manca, Official Tourist Websites and the Cultural Communication 
Grammar Mode. 
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be well described by the systematic differences identified in the 
analysis, thus confirming that spatial notions are culture-
dependent. 

One major limit of this study is the analysis of only three 
words. Indeed, it would be interesting to analyse all the words 
referring to space appearing in the wordlist. This would make 
generalisations qualitatively and quantitatively grounded and 
would reduce the possibility of distortion of results. However, 
the results discussed here show well-defined differences, which 
seem to suggest a systematic difference in the cognitive style. 
Furthermore, these results seem to be in line with previous 
cross-cultural considerations, as briefly described in the 
Introduction to this paper, and may provide a good starting point 
for the development of a cross-cultural model to be used when 
dealing with international tourism promotion. 



	  

	  

 



MICHELE PERONI 
 

HISTORY AND LITERATURE IN THE CONTACT ZONE. 
FIRST WORLD WAR HISTORICAL NOVEL AS A SPACE OF DEBATE* 

 
In this paper I am going to borrow Mary Louise Pratt’s 

definition of contact zone to apply it to a different research topic 
from that originally intended by the author of the term. 

Mary Louise Pratt defines contact zones as «social spaces 
where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in 
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power».1 She uses 
the term to refer mainly to contexts of «colonialism, slavery, or 
their aftermaths»,2 but, in this paper, I will identify the concept 
of ‘social space’ with a literary space constituted by the corpus 
of First World War historical novels published from the 1990s 
until the beginning of the First World War Centenary 
commemoration. This literary space is ‘social’ in that it 
provides a locus for interaction and confrontation: it is my aim 
to show that within this literary space different disciplines and 
epistemological approaches coexist and interact producing 
critical and often controversial understanding of the First World 
War. This interplay generates disputes and confrontations that 
result in an asymmetrical relationship by means of which a 
literary interpretation of the conflict prevails over a historical 
one. 

The year 2018 marked the centenary of the end of the war: a 
hundred years divide our generation from that event, but interest 
in the conflict never abated and the war still exercises a deep 
fascination within British popular culture. The large number of 
fictional representations of the First World War produced in 
recent years is one of the clearest signs of this long-standing 

                                                
* I would like to thank Dr Ann-Marie Einhaus (Northumbria University) 

for her useful comments on an earlier draft of this article. 
1 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), p. 34. 
2 Ibidem. 
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fascination: from its beginning in 1914 to the present day, the 
conflict has endured as a favoured topic for films, TV series, 
graphic novels, video games and, most importantly, literature.3 

Literature has always been central in the representation of the 
Great War for Britons. Richard Holmes emphasises the fact that 
in Britain the war «usually enters our mind not as history, but as 
literature».4 From the war poetry published when the conflict 
was still going on, to the novels and memoirs written during the 
so called ‘war books boom’ in the late 1920s, up to the 
historical novels published in more recent years, literature has 
always been crucial in shaping the British popular view of the 
conflict. 

It is consequently not surprising that one of the issues that 
has been at the centre of public debate since the 1930s is the 
portrayal of the war in literary texts.5 What has been questioned 
ever since is the accuracy and historical reliability of literature 
in the representation of a complex and multifaceted event such 
as the Great War. The historian Douglas Jerrold published a 
critical analysis of some of these novels and memoirs in 1930, a 
pamphlet aptly titled The Lie About the War: A Note on Some 
Contemporary Books. Jerrold maintains that the war books 
published in the late 1920s were offering only «half the truth»6 
about the conflict. A similar concern about the improper 
representation of the Great War was picked up in the 2000s by a 

                                                
3 A recent survey carried out by the Walter Scott Prize for Historical 

Fiction discovered that, over its eight-year history, 9% of all submissions 
were set during the First World War and nearly a quarter (23%) of the books 
shortlisted for the prize were set during WW1. An overview of the survey 
findings is available at http://www.walterscottprize.co.uk/research-period-
settings-revealed/, last accessed October 10, 2017. 

4 R. Holmes, Tommy. The British Soldier on the Western Front 1914-
1918, Harper Perennial, London 2005, p. xvii. 

5 See C. Falls, War Books. An Annotated Bibliography of Books about the 
Great War, Greenhill Books-Presidio Press, London-Novato (CA) 1989 and 
D. Jerrold, The Lie About the War. A Note on Some Contemporary Books, 
Faber & Faber, London 1930. 

6 D. Jerrold, The Lie About the War, p. 42. 
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number of military historians that lamented the impact of 
«supposedly “anti-war” poetry, memoirs, novels, plays and 
films»7 on popular understanding of the war. Historians like 
Brian Bond, Correlli Barnett and Gary Sheffield, belonging to 
the so-called ‘revisionist’ school, maintain that a nuanced and 
factually based historiographical interpretation of the war has 
been obscured by the enormous success of war poetry, war 
memoirs and later fiction. The asymmetrical relation that I 
mentioned in the introduction of this article can be located in 
this prolonged interaction of literature and historiography. 

Military historian Correlli Barnett states that «thanks to the 
lasting power of their prose and verse, our own modern-day 
response to the Great War and the Western Front is still 
emotional rather than rational».8 What the revisionist historians 
criticise is the portrayal of the Great War as a cliché: a 
collection of myths that are perpetuated by fictional 
representation and that reduce the conflict to a narrative of 
trauma, suffering and disillusionment, a futile slaughter devoid 
of any meaning. The myth of a futile, meaningless war led by 
incompetent generals, clashes with a more nuanced view of the 
conflict and with what Sheffield calls the «learning curve»9 of 
the British Army: an improvement in the conduct of the war that 
led to the final victory. 

Military historians started to raise their voices after a number 
of highly successful historical fictions appeared around the 
1990s and rekindled public and academic interest in the conflict: 
the BBC sitcom Blackadder Goes Forth (1989),10 Pat Barker’s 

                                                
7 B. Bond, The Unquiet Western Front. Britain’s Role in Literature and 

History, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2002, pp. vii-viii. 
8  C. Barnett, The Western Front Experience as Interpreted Through 

Literature, «RUSI Journal», 148 (2003), 6, p. 56. 
9  G. Sheffield, Forgotten Victory. The First World War. Myths and 

Realities, Headline Book Publishing, London 2001, p. xi. 
10  Blackadder Goes Forth is the final series of the period sitcom 

Blackadder. It is set in the trenches of the Western Front in 1917 and is often 
cited by military historians as a major influence in promoting a distorted view 
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Regeneration trilogy (1991-1995) 11  and Sebastian Faulks’s 
Birdsong (1993).12 

Pat Barker’s Regeneration (1991) follows the life of the war 
poet Siegfried Sassoon in 1917, after the publication of his 
protest against the continuation of the war that led to his being 
sent to the Craiglockhart Military Hospital diagnosed with shell 
shock. The novel focuses on Sassoon’s meeting with Wilfred 
Owen, on the relationship with the psychiatrist W.H.R. Rivers 
and on the latter’s treatment of officers recovering from war 
trauma. The subsequent books that complete the trilogy, The 
Eye in the Door (1993) and The Ghost Road (1995), gradually 
shift their attention from Sassoon to Rivers and to one of the 
fictional characters of Regeneration, Billy Prior, a working-
class character who was at Craiglockhart at the same time as 
Sassoon and, like him, was one of Rivers’s patients. Barker is 
interested in the investigation of lesser known facets of the war, 
and in the trilogy she tackles themes such as class, gender and 
masculinity, as well as exploring the life of women on the home 
front and their role in the war effort. 

Sebastian Faulks’s Birdsong, probably the most successful 
historical novel about the Great War, is a novel with a non-
linear structure that is set in three different chronological 
periods. An account of Stephen Wraysford’s visit to France in 
1910 is followed by the story of his experience as an officer of a 
tunnelling unit on the Western Front. The narrative of the war 
years is interwoven with a third story line depicting the 
reconstruction of Stephen’s story by Elizabeth, Stephen’s 
granddaughter, after she discovers her ancestor’s journal in 
1978. 

Texts like Barker’s and Faulks’s are no longer the product of 
the trench generation – with first-hand empirical connection to 
the war – but fictional works that turn to second-hand sources to 

                                                                                                 
of the war. 

11 P. Barker, The Regeneration Trilogy, Penguin, London 2014. 
12 S. Faulks, Birdsong, Hutchinson, London 1993. 
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re-imagine a conflict through which their authors had not lived. 
Nonetheless, the critical and commercial success of these works 
is undeniable: The Ghost Road won the Booker Prize in 1995, 
Regeneration was made into a film by Gillies MacKinnon in 
1997 and Birdsong was adapted into a two-part television drama 
for the BBC in 2012. Moreover, to mark the public impact of 
their works, it is to be noted that Pat Barker and Sebastian 
Faulks were appointed members of the Advisory Group for the 
World War One Centenary government’s programme of events, 
along with academic historians and military representatives.13 

Barker’s and Faulks’s works are widely read and they became a 
staple of the canon of First World War literature, bringing 
positive effects to this corpus of texts, as Adrian Barlow 
highlights: 

Like the poetry generated by the Great War, so with prose fiction: 
much that is written and said about the novels of the Great War refers 
only to a very small number of books. For this reason, the publication 
in the 1990s of novels such as Sebastian Faulks’ Birdsong and Pat 
Barker’s Regeneration trilogy has significantly extended the range of 
Great War prose fiction.14 

Despite the wide critical acclaim with which the novels were 
received, revisionist historians have criticized these 
contemporary works because they draw heavily on the literary 
myth of the war and they are subsequently not reliable in their 
depiction of the past. In their opinion, contemporary rewritings 
of the conflict «display the tendency to dwell on “the horrors” 
of the Western Front» 15  and they provide «a lopsided, 
incomplete and therefore misleading view of the First World 
War».16 Richard Holmes even commented that «One of the 
                                                

13 The announcement is available at https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ 
world-war-i-centenary-culture-secretary-maria-miller-names-first-members-of-
advisory-group-to-oversee-plans, last accessed September 29, 2017. 

14 A. Barlow, The Great War in British Literature, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge 2000, p. 67. 

15 B. Bond, The Unquiet Western Front, p. 76. 
16 G. Sheffield, Forgotten Victory, p. 16. 
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problems with trying to write about the First World War is that 
most people have already read Wilfred Owen and Siegfried 
Sassoon, Pat Barker and Sebastian Faulks before you get to 
them».17 

Historical novels have always been problematic texts, since 
they are artificial and real at the same time and they call forth 
issues of accuracy in the depiction of well known historic 
figures and events. They are set in history, but through an 
artistic and creative treatment of their subject they question the 
ways in which history is reconstructed and represented. These 
concerns are of central interest for writers, but also for 
historians, since both professions share the same goal of 
representing the past to a contemporary audience. As the 
Booker Prize two-time winner Hilary Mantel explains, the 
writer often acts as a mediator between past and present: 

The writer of history is a walking anachronism, a displaced person, 
using today’s techniques to try to know things about yesterday that 
yesterday didn’t know itself. He must try to work authentically, 
hearing the words of the past, but communicating in a language the 
present understands.18 

The emphasis on ‘words’ and ‘language’ in writing about the 
past is central: the linguistic aspects of historical writing have 
been explored by Hayden White in Metahistory (1973) where it 
is suggested that any historical work is «a verbal structure in the 
form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, 
or icon, of past structures and processes».19 Hayden White’s 
argument, through its emphasis on language and narrative 
strategies, aims at undermining the objectivity of historical 
writing and at narrowing «the substantive distance between 

                                                
17 R. Holmes, Tommy, p. xvii. 
18 H. Mantel, BBC Radio 4 Reith Lectures. The day is for the living, 2017. 

A transcript of the lecture is available at http://www.bbc.co.uk/ 
programmes/b08tcbrp, last accessed October 10, 2017. 

19  H. White, Metahistory. The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-
Century Europe, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 1973, p. 2. 
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historical and fictional representation».20 The similarities between 
history and literature are also stressed by Virginie Renard who 
summarised what the philosopher Paul Ricoeur had extensively 
outlined in Memory, History, Forgetting (2004):21 «history is 
epistemologically characterised by three distinct stages: the 
documentary phase, the phase of explanation/ understanding, 
and the phase of representation». 22  Renard concludes that 
historical novelists «also go through the same three stages: they 
gather documents and information about the past, seek to 
understand the events they purport to relate, and finally 
represent them in a narrative».23 

Historical writing and historiography show many 
correspondences, but one must bear in mind that the two 
disciplines, though working on the same subject matter – the 
past – and consequently sharing a similar methodological 
approach, radically differ in their aims: historiography wishes to 
achieve an objective narrative of the past, while historical 
novels’ goal is to attain a plausible and engaging version of the 
past. Jerome de Groot correctly underlines that «the artist has 
creative latitude, in contrast to the more constrained ability of 
the chronicler to render reality».24 Historical accuracy is not the 
key item in the historical novelist’s agenda: invention, 
falsification, and anachronism, are often essential ingredients of 
a successful historical novel, as much as a meticulous research. 

In the novels under scrutiny this tension between the use of 
historical elements and sources, and fiction, is evident in the 

                                                
20 M. Boccardi, The Contemporary British Historical Novel. Representation, 

Nation, Empire, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke-New York 2009, p. 7. 
21 P. Ricoeur,  Memory, History, Forgetting, University of Chicago Press, 

Chicago-London 2004. 
22 V. Renard, The Great War and Postmodern Memory. The First World 

War in Late 20th-Century British Fiction, (1985-2000), Peter Lang, Brussels 
2013, p. 48. 

23 Ibidem. 
24 J. de Groot, The Historical Novel, Routledge, Abingdon-New York 

2010, p. 18. 
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Regeneration trilogy and in Barker’s use of well known 
historical figures alongside fictional characters: Sassoon, Owen 
and Rivers are historic, Billy Prior is not. The reconstruction of 
the characters’ interaction is a fabrication, but, when possible, it 
is based on diaries, letters and subsequent writings. In the 
Author’s Note at the end of Regeneration Barker states that: 
«Fact and fiction are so interwoven in this book that it may help 
the reader to know what is historical and what is not».25 All the 
novels in the trilogy offer a final commentary note that lists 
Barker’s sources and allows the reader to discern between the 
fictional and the historical. 

Similarly, Sebastian Faulks’s novel, although this is not 
stated explicitly as in Barker’s work, is nevertheless indebted to 
archival research and to previous war literature for its fictional 
recreation of the Western Front.26 Moreover, Birdsong stresses 
the necessity of using texts to reconstruct the past by showing 
Elizabeth piecing together her grandfather’s story with the help 
of his personal journal. Through the use of secondary and 
archival sources – whether real or fictional – these novels 
underline the fundamentally intertextual nature of the past long 
recognised by postmodern writers and critics like Linda 
Hutcheon who, in A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), wonders 
whether «we can ever know that past other than through its 
textualised remains. 27  Even though historical novels like 
Barker’s and Faulks’s cannot be ascribed to the historiographic 
metafiction genre that Hutcheon investigates in her study, they 
                                                

25 P. Barker, The Regeneration Trilogy, p. 335. 
26 See S. Faulks, Back to the first world war front line with Tommy, «The 

Guardian», 15/09/1993. Available at https://www.theguardian.com/world/ 
2017/sep/15/sebastian-faulks-birdsong-first-world-war-front-line-1993. Last 
accessed 07/08/2018. For Birdsong’s similarities with previous war literature 
see S. Ouditt, Myths, Memories, and Monuments. Reimagining the Great 
War, in V. Sherry (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Literature of the 
First World War, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge-New York 2005, 
pp. 248-249. 

27 L. Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism. History, Theory, Fiction, 
Routledge, London-New York 1988, p. 20, italics in the text. 
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certainly incorporate many of the same contemporary concerns 
about the way in which we reconstruct and transmit the past. 

During the 2010s a second wave of historical novels about 
the war was published and revived popular interest towards 
Great War fiction. Amongst the recent re-imaginings of the war 
there are novels such as Louisa Young's My dear I wanted to 
tell You (2011)28 and Pat Barker’s Toby’s Room (2012),29 or 
Helen Dunmore’s The Lie (2014)30 and Robert Edric’s Field 
Service (2015).31 

These novels are informed by preoccupations regarding the 
treatment of history and fiction, like their literary predecessors: 
most of them employ a paratextual apparatus to warn about 
inaccuracies and fictional additions, or to acknowledge the use 
of historical documents and secondary readings. Like the 
successful books published in the 1990s, these historical novels 
play on received ideas of the Western Front and rewrite the 
myth chastised by historians, that is, a narrative based on horror 
and futility that has its roots in the canonical war writing 
produced during the war years and in the 1920s and 1930s. 
However, as Ann-Marie Einhaus underlines in a recent article 
on literature and the cultural memory of the war, contemporary 
First World War fiction «can serve to not only confirm existing 
memory discourses, but to introduce new ideas and interests 
into existing narratives about the First World War». 32  The 
historical novels under scrutiny display a tendency to explore 
marginal and previously unexplored aspects of the war. Young 
                                                

28 L. Young, My Dear, I Wanted to Tell You, HarperCollins, London 2011. 
29 P. Barker, Toby’s Room, Hamish Hamilton, London 2012. 
30 H. Dunmore, The Lie, Hutchinson, London 2014. 
31 R. Edric, Field Service, Doubleday, London 2015. It is interesting to 

note that, apart from Louisa Young, the authors of these recent fiction have 
already written about the First World War in the past: Pat Barker’s 
Regeneration Trilogy was published between 1991 and 1995. Helen Dunmore 
published Zennor in Darkness in 1993 and Robert Edric published In 
Desolate Heaven in 1997. 

32 A.M. Einhaus, Cultural Memory, Teaching and Contemporary Writing 
about the First World War, «Literature & History», 25 (2016), 2, p. 188. 
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and Barker concentrate on soldiers suffering from facial injuries 
and on women’s experience. Both novels offer multiple 
narrative perspectives on the conflict, since the story is told 
from different points of view, in Young’s case these are: the 
facially injured soldier, the shell-shocked officer, the women 
serving as VADs, and the officer’s wife. Dunmore and Edric 
deal with the immediate aftermath of war, their works focus on 
the difficulties to cope with the consequences of the war both 
personally and collectively. The Lie revolves around the life of a 
veteran returning to his hometown in Cornwall, while Field 
Service looks at the work of the War Graves Commission in 
France and at the social and political implications of dealing 
with mass death and mourning. 

Apart from a wider spectrum of themes, these historical 
novels reveal a different approach to the representation of the 
chronology of the First World War. The novels examined here 
question the legitimacy of imposing chronological boundaries 
on the event, the narratives of these texts are expanded as to 
include the years before 1914 and those after 1918: My dear I 
wanted to tell You and Toby’s Room both begin before the war, 
respectively in 1907 and in 1912;33 The Lie and Field Service 
are instead set in the post-war years. By presenting a larger time 
span these novels aim at underlining an issue that was already 
considered by historian Ross J. Wilson: 

[E]vents on the Western Front have been constructed in chronological 
order, to explain and narrate the circumstances of the conflict from 
August 1914 to November 1918, and the specific events, individuals 
and battles of the war. In effect through their narratives historians 
have bracketed the events of the Western Front into the years 1914–

                                                
33 As a matter of fact Louisa Young and Pat Barker wrote their books with 

a larger project in mind: both novels are part of a trilogy that explores the life 
of the characters across a wider temporal frame that stretches from the First 
until the Second World War. The sequel to Louisa Young’s My dear I wanted 
to tell You are The Heroes’ Welcome (2014) and Devotion (2016). Toby’s 
Room is the second instalment of a trilogy comprising Life Class (2007) and 
Noonday (2015). 
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1918 (Cobley 1993). Such a position inevitably prohibits a 
consideration of the effect the events have on contemporary society, it 
neglects the overwhelming public response to continue talking about 
the events and it closes off the past.34 

Contemporary historical novels tend to challenge this 
chronological bracketing and they also question the idea of an 
ordered sequence of events limited to the war years. In order to 
understand the trauma of war on society and on individuals, the 
war must be examined from a wider perspective and beyond its 
duration. This attitude was already clear in Birdsong: in the 
book three different chronological levels intersect in order to 
provide an interpretation of the past that includes the present. As 
Jerome de Groot emphasises: «The novel […] dramatises in the 
central character of Elizabeth the ways in which people in 
contemporary societies understand their past».35 According to 
Mariadele Boccardi, linking the past and the present is an 
essential element of historical narratives, since they provide  

a representation of the past which depends, for its coherence, on the 
knowledge of the consequences of that past, of what followed the 
events narrated: something which can only be attained in the future.36 

The persistence of the First World War as a topic in British 
literature reflects the long-standing interest towards this event, 
as well as contemporary society’s need to comprehend it. As we 
move out of living memory, the role of historical novels in 
rethinking the First World War is that of bridging the gap 
between then and now, between the past and a contemporary 
readership that has lost all personal connections to the war. In 
this understanding, this corpus of works has an important 
influence on the cultural memory of the conflict, since it can 
affect the way in which the war is remembered. The 
multidisciplinary field of memory studies is indeed another 
                                                

34 R.J. Wilson, Memory and Trauma. Narrating the Western Front 1914-
1918, «Rethinking History», 13 (2009), 2, p. 255. 

35 J. de Groot, The Historical Novel, p. 103. 
36 M. Boccardi, The Contemporary British Historical Novel, p. 20. 
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important discipline to include – along with history – in the 
analysis of the ‘literary space’ outlined in the introduction of 
this article. The role of fiction in transmitting the memory of the 
First World War is prominent, the popularity of best seller texts 
promoting a disillusioned view of the war – such as 
Regeneration, Birdsong, along with the recent surge of 
historical novels published on the eve of the Centenary – has 
certainly affected the public perception of the war. The wide 
reach of First World War historical fiction also includes 
secondary education, where historical novels are frequently 
used by English teachers alongside classical war writing. A 
research project carried out by Ann-Marie Einhaus and Catriona 
Pennell aimed precisely at exploring the role of the classroom in 
shaping and transmitting the memory of the war.37 The findings 
highlight that English teachers use contemporary writings 
because, thanks to their accessible nature, they provide an 
appealing and captivating way to engage pupils with war 
writing, but, in so doing, they also run the risk of encouraging 
«cultural or historical bias towards a modern, retrospective and 
necessarily limited interpretations of the war».38 

It is in this understanding that a dialogue between disciplines 
appears necessary. Several First World War scholars have 
already pointed out the need to look at other fields of study and 
establish a dialogue with them: writing in 2006, Esther 
MacCallum-Stewart acknowledged the necessity to «dissolve 
some of the tensions between literary and historical academia» 
and maintained that «for a more realistic (and multi-faceted) 
view of the war to emerge and be fully understood by the 
popular reader, both disciplines must work together to facilitate 
change. Indeed, this understanding is rapidly becoming the 
                                                

37 A.M. Einhaus, C. Pennell, The First World War in the Classroom. 
Teaching and the Construction of Cultural Memory. Final Project Report, 
May 2014, University of Exeter, (2014), n.p. Available at http://www. 
1intheclassroom.exeter.ac.uk/, last accessed October 11, 2017. 

38  A.M. Einhaus, Learning, Literature and Remembrance in English 
Classrooms, «The Use of English», 65 (2014), 3, p. 13. 
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prevailing sentiment in both historical and literary studies».39 

Similar opinions about the need for different disciplines to 
interact in the field of First World War studies emerge from two 
works published in 2012: literary critic Virginie Renard, taking 
her cue from MacCallum-Stewart, underlines the necessity to 
«create a dialogue rather than a confrontation» 40  between 
literary analysis and cultural history; likewise, Catriona Pennell, 
commenting on the role of academic historians in the Centenary 
commemorations, expresses positive thoughts about the 
possibility for mutual cooperation: 

Ideas and discussions need take place among academics, teachers, 
community organizers, curators, archivists, librarians, and a whole 
host of stakeholders. The First World War is not the sole territory of 
the academic historian, and settings that promote dialogue and 
exchange should be supported and encouraged.41 

In the area of First World War studies the tension between 
disciplines – and especially between history and literature – 
rather than merely prompting recurring and unresolved debates, 
should be used as a productive tool to trigger discussion about 
the way in which we make sense of the conflict. An exchange 
across different branches of knowledge could produce a more 
nuanced and thorough understanding of the complexity and 
many facets of the war. In the ‘contact zone’ of First World War 
historical novels, fiction is ancillary to history, and the two 
disciplines must be seen as complementary actors in the complex 
task of reconstructing the history and memory of a conflict that  
– after a hundred years – still challenges interpretation.

                                                
39  E. MacCallum-Stewart, The Cause of Nowadays and the End of 

History. First World War Historical Fiction, «Working Papers on the Web», 
9 (2006), n. p. 

40 See V. Renard, The Great War and Postmodern Memory, p. 21. 
41 C. Pennell, Popular History and Myth-Making. The Role and Responsibility 

of First World War Historians in the Centenary Commemorations, 2014-2018, 
«Historically Speaking», 13 (2012), 5, p. 13. 
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LOCAL AND GLOBAL IDEOLOGIES IN TRANSIENT CONTACT 
ZONES: EVIDENCE FROM AN INDIAN STUDENT COMMUNITY 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Indigenised non-native varieties of English challenge much 

sociolinguistic theory since they cannot simply come under 
models of second language learning nor under those of first 
language variation.1 These varieties have emerged in language 
contact situations and developed their hybrid nature in 
multilingual regions in which native-like patterns of indigenous 
transmission and use have progressively entered the superstrate 
language.2 However, anthropological approaches to language 
point to the fact that languages do not come into contact in any 
meaningful sense, but, rather, speakers do under a wide range of 
historical and social circumstances such as colonialism, slavery, 
and, more recently, under new forms of globalisation.3 In such 
occasions, speakers make selections from a pool of linguistic 
variants available to them and, through such a mixture of 
features, they reproduce, recreate and appropriate elements of a 
selected language.4 In other words, language events occur in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 D. Sharma, Dialect Stabilization and Speaker Awareness in Non-Native 
Varieties of English, «Journal of Sociolinguistics», 9 (2005), pp. 194-224. 

2 See P. Sailaja, Indian English, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh 
2009; E. Schneider, Postcolonial Englishes. Varieties Around the World, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2007; B.B. Kachru, The Indianization 
of English. The English Language in India, Oxford University Press, Oxford 
1983. 

3 P.B. Garrett, Language Contact and Contact Languages, in A. Duranti 
(ed.), A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 
2009, pp. 46-72.  

4 Mufwene’s theory of ecology applies to language contact situations. The 
‘feature pool’ consists of the sum total of all individual forms and variants 
that each of the speakers involved, with diverse language backgrounds, brings 
to the contact situation. See S. Mufwene, The Ecology of Language 
Evolution, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2001. 
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what Pratt has conceptualised as the contact zone: «[a] social 
space where cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other», 
and where people «come into contact […] and establish ongoing 
relations, usually involving conditions of coercion, radical 
inequality, and intractable conflict».5 

The paper focuses on the development of new linguistic 
forms which draw on diverse language ideologies of cultural 
contact. Here I refer to ideologies as «sets of beliefs about 
language articulated by the users as a rationalisation or 
justification of perceived language structure and use».6 When 
cultural contact occurs, it becomes necessary for speakers to 
negotiate language ideologies actively and to reflect on 
language use consciously. Hence, a valuable ideological 
dimension is dialect awareness, here intended as «[the] capacity 
to switch attention from the communicative goals of language to 
the formal means of their expression»7 (see Section 2). In the 
multicultural and multilingual Indian scenario, the outcome of 
cultural contact has produced what Kachru has defined as 
«Indianness».8 In diasporic settings, the Indianness incident to 
speakers’ language attitudes seemingly acquires a particular 
poignancy as they quest for linguisic and cultural distinctiveness. 
Their constant need of renegotiating the problem of ethnicity is 
resolved in their willingness (or not) to shed their regional, 
linguistic, and ethnic identities, sometimes to the detriment of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 6-7, 

34. 
6 M. Silverstein, Language Structure and Linguistic Ideology, in R. Cline, 

W. Hanks, and C. Hofbauer (eds.), The Elements: a Parasession on Linguistic 
Units and Levels, Chicago Linguistic Society, Chicago 1979, p. 193. 

7 A.D. Roberts, The Role of Metalinguistic Awareness in the Effective 
Teaching of Foreign Languages, Peter Lang, Oxford 2011, p. 9. 

8 Kachru defines the Indianness as being constituted by «those formal 
features of IE which mark it distinct [...] from the Englishness of British 
English, or from the Americanness in American English»; see B.B. Kachru, 
The Indianness in Indian English, «Word», 21 (1965), p. 392. 
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their more general pan-Indian one.9 In this sense, «a person may 
be Bengali [or] Indian» depending on specific sociocultural and 
linguistic circumstances.10  

Following this line of argument, the present paper explores 
ideologies of localisation and globalisation in the transient 
community of Indian university students located in Heidelberg, 
Germany. Composed of more than 500 members coming from 
all over India, the community is a de facto ‘two-fold contact 
zone’, a catalyst for continuous dialect contact situations in 
which network ties and in-group affiliations shape (and are 
shaped) by speakers’ language attitudes.11  Here, intra-group 
differences are key factors contributing to the understading of 
the community’s structure, members’ identity development and 
attitudinal orientation toward standard and non-standard 
varieties of English. In addition, not only do such differences 
emphasise a sense of what the anthropologist Steven Vertovec 
has defined as «diaspora consciousness», a «multi-locality» that, 
in the words of Friesen and Kearns, involves dual or multiple 
identities, but they also shed new light on language power 
relations.12 Thus, the study aims to assess how local and global 
ideologies of cultural contact affect the language attitudes of 
community members in light of the transient aspect of the 
community.  

The research suggests two approaches that may be followed: 
a more qualitative one aiming at eliciting respondents’ value 
judgements concerning the variables at issue (through 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

9 See N. Jayaram, The Indian Diaspora: Dynamics of Migration, Sage, 
New Delhi 2004. 

10 W. Friesen, R.A. Kearns, Indian Dispora in New Zealand: History, 
Identity and Cultural Landscapes, in P. Raghuram, A. Kumar Sahoo, B. 
Maharaj and D. Sangha (eds.), Tracing an Indian Diaspora. Contexts, 
Memories, Representations, Sage, New Delhi 2008, pp. 210-236. 

11 Language attitudes are here intended as reactions to specific language 
ideologies. 

12 See S. Vertovec, Three Meanings of ‘Diaspora’, Exemplified among 
South Asia Religions, «Diaspora», 6 (1999), 3, pp. 277-300; W. Friesen, R. A. 
Kearns, Indian Dispora in New Zealand. 
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sociolinguistic interviews) and a more quantitative one as to 
support the qualitative analysis of the data (through statistics 
retrieved from a web-based questionnaire). Studying language 
ideologies in transient multilingual communities may be helpful 
as far as perceived in-group linguistic variation is concerned. 
Specifically, a study on accent perceptions might shed new light 
on local and global ideologies, since they tend to be often 
associated with biases and prejudices and with positive or 
negative responses.13 Consequently, these factors need to be 
examined in more detail as evidence suggests an interesting 
correlation between language ideologies and attitudinal 
orientations in transient multilingual communities.14  

After a brief sketch of previous related research in language 
variation and ideology in primary diaspora situations and in 
transient multilingual communities (Section 2), and an outline 
of the sociolinguistic background to the Heidelberg Indian 
student community (Section 3), an analysis of language attitudes 
and personal language-related plans towards Indian English, 
British English and American English (hereafter, IndE, BrE and 
AmE) and participants’ descriptions of stereotypical IndE local 
features (Section 4-5) will hopefully shed new light on the 
relation between local and global language ideologies in 
transient communities.  

 
 
2. Language Ideologies in Indian Diasporas and Transient 

Multilingual Communities  
 
The study of language ideologies has become a fertile topic 

of investigation in multiple linguistic areas including socio-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

13 See V. Chand, [V]at is Going on? Local and Global Ideologies about 
Indian English, «Language in Society», 38 (2009), pp. 393-419. 

14 J. Mortensen, J.A. Fabricius, Language Ideologies in Danish Higher 
Education: Exploring Student Perspectives, in A.K. Hultgren, F. Gregersen and 
J. Thøgersen (eds.), English in Nordic Universities: Ideologies and Practices, 
John Benjamins Publishing Company, Amsterdam 2014, pp. 193-223. 
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linguistics, linguistic anthropology and discourse over the past 
decades. However, there is no consensus in the highly prolific 
body of research concerning language ideologies. Alan Rumsey, 
for instance, refers to language ideologies as «shared bodies of 
commonsense notions about the nature of language in the 
world».15 Considered as one of the most straightforward and, at 
the same time, controversial definitions of language ideologies, 
Rumsey’s notion does not problematise language ideological 
variation, thus contributing to the promotion of a homogeneous 
view of language ideologies within a cultural group. Yet, 
considering that both social and linguistic variation influence 
change, it would be more useful to use an analytical framework 
which captures diversity rather than uniformity in a shared 
culture. Michael Silverstein highlights the importance of folk 
awareness and defines language ideologies as «[…] sets of 
beliefs about language articulated by the users as a 
rationalisation or justification of perceived language structure 
and use».16 His pioneering definition recalls the writings of 
philosophers such as Wittgenstein and Austin, and the 
sociolinguist Dell Hymes in the recognition of a more central 
and mediating role for linguistic ideology as an influential level 
of language. As he puts it: 

it has become clearer that people not only speak about, or refer to, the 
world “out there” – outside of language – they also presuppose (or 
reflect) and create (or fashion) a good deal of social reality by the very 
activity of using language. We should ask, in particular, how the 
seemingly reflective and creative or “performative” functions of 
language (or, rather, of language use) relate to native awareness and 
native ideology.17 

The importance of attending to awareness as an ideological 
dimension involves the recognition of speakers who, by 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 A. Rumsey, Wording, Meaning, and Linguistic Ideology, «American 

Anthropologist», 92 (1990), p. 346. 
16 M. Silverstein, Language Structure and Linguistic Ideology, 1979, p. 193. 
17 Ivi, p. 194. 
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rationalising their language, contribute to its gradual change. In 
this sense, Silverstein argues that the ideology of performativity 
demonstrates the interdependence of metalinguisic functions 
and formations of linguistic ideologies, intensifying what 
Kroskrity defines as the «tension between emphasizing 
speakers’ awareness as a form of agency, and foregrounding 
their ‘embeddedness’ in the social and cultural systems in which 
they are enveloped».18  

Devyani Sharma’s work on Indian stable communities in a 
contact situation in the United States, for example, explored 
ideologies of cultural contact along with the concomitant 
emergence of dialect consciousness.19 Her results are likely to 
point that speakers’ awareness of dialect differences leads to 
style-shifting processes based on network ties and in-group 
affiliation or distance. In this sense, Sharma emphasised 
speakers’ personal evaluations of dialect contact situations over 
proficiency levels and pointed to the importance of 
understanding participants’ perceptions of stigma, risk, and 
value in IndE. In order to further the understanding of the Indian 
diaspora, Sharma’s more recent work explored, both 
theoretically and methodologically, the relation between the rate 
of change and adaptation and the degree of transnational 
network maintenance in a diasporic Punjabi community in West 
London. Her analysis offered interesting insights into the 
ideological orientations of the community – which resulted in 
evidence of overt prestige for the standard variety of IndE – and 
contributed to shed new light on the impact of transnational 
activities on language behaviour.20  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 P. Kroskrity, Language Ideologies, in A. Duranti (ed.), A Companion to 

Linguistic Anthropology, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 2009, p. 497. 
19 See D. Sharma, Dialect Stabilization and Speaker Awareness in Non-

Native Varieties of English. 
20 D. Sharma, Transnational Flows, Language Variation, and Ideology, in 

M. Hundt and D. Sharma (eds.), English in the Indian Diaspora, John 
Benjamins Publishing Company, Amsterdam 2014, pp. 215-242. 
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Discourses on trans-contextual networks, flows and 
movements have always been central in Blommaert’s work on 
language ideologies. 21  His analysis is generally articulated 
through several discursive modes (mainly, through media and 
institutions) and puts great emphasis on the connections with 
indexicality. He argues that «ideology offers semiotic 
opportunities through the availability of multiple meaningful 
batteries of indexicality», hence, it operates in and through 
multiple layers of polycentric and stratified systems. 22  In 
Blommaert’s view, ideology is strictly bound to contextualised 
local and global practices. By rethinking globalisation as a 
sociolinguistics of mobile resources, he suggests that research 
must focus on the reconsideration of locality, repertoires, 
competence, history and sociolinguistic inequality.23 

This kind of analysis is crucial to works concerning transient 
multilingual communities, since it points to their intrinsic 
fluidity of movements and linguistic norms. Transient 
communities are social configurations in which people from 
diverse sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds come together 
for a limited period of time around specific shared activities. In 
such relatively short-lived contexts, norms for language choice 
tend to be less stable and more negotiable than in other settings 
and thus challenge much sociolinguistic theory, which is 
traditionally more concerned with the study of stable 
communities.24 This fluidity in terms of linguistic norms entails 
a constant (re)negotiation of language choice and the social 
meaning which is associated with different ways of speaking. In 
this sense, norm fluidity goes hand in hand with language 
ideological construct resources, since members of transient 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

21 J. Blommaert, Discourse: A Critical Introduction, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge 2005. 

22 Ivi, p. 173. 
23 See J. Blommaert, The Sociolinguistics of Globalization, Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge 2010. 
24  See J. Mortensen, J.A. Fabricius, Language Ideologies in Danish 

Higher Education. 
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multilingual communities seem to share different ideological 
postulates about language variation compared to members of 
more stable communities. For instance, Mortensen and 
Fabricius’ work on the transient multilingual community of 
international university students in Denmark dealt with a 
qualitative analysis of speakers’ language attitudes toward 
different forms of English.25 They posited that while stable 
communities are generally characterised by similar standard 
language ideologies, such shared assumptions cannot be 
assumed a priori in transient multilingual communities, since 
different ideological patterns might be shared among 
community members. In other words, «members of given 
communities develop language ideological beliefs which act as 
interpretative resources vis-à-vis different ways of speaking».26 
Considering language ideologies as being constituted of 
different forms of ‘knowledge of’, and language attitudes as 
«evaluative orientation[s] to a social object», Mortensen and 
Fabricius argue that: 

[linguistic ideologies in transient multilingual communities] can be 
studied empirically, for example when they [speakers] cristallize into 
meta-pragmatic talk about language variation and its social 
significance, but also more subtly, through interactional moves. 27  

 
3. The Heidelberg Indian Student Community 

 

Indians are the largest ethnic minority in Germany among the 
two other South Asian diasporic communities of subcontinental 
India (Pakistan and Sri Lanka). 28  Estimates of the Indian 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Ibidem. 
26 Ivi, p. 195. 
27 Ibidem. 
28  Figures from the German Federal Statistical Office (DESTATIS), url 

<https://www.destatis.de/DE/Publikationen/Thematisch/Bevoelkerung/MigrationI
ntegration/AuslaendBevoelkerung.html?nn=68748>, last accessed September 28, 
2017. 



Local and Global Ideologies in Transient Contact Zones	   151 

Embassy in Germany attest at some 14.000 the number of 
Indian students presently pursuing various courses in German 
universities, and at 1.380 that of those studying in the German 
state of Baden-Württemberg (hereafter, BW), where Heidelberg 
is located. Considering the numerous cooperation agreements of 
major university institutions in BW with nearly 60 Indian 
universities, it comes as no surprise that the state has reportedly 
emerged as a major pillar of growing and expanding Indo-
German relationships.29 

Heidelberg is a university town home to around 150.000 
people of 160 nationalities, including almost 47.000 with a 
migration background. 30  Although the city is traditionally 
monoglossic, multilingualism is commonly widespread, with 
English considered the second lingua franca of the town. As a 
matter of fact, the language of instruction is German, but 
considerable number of graduate degrees and doctoral courses 
are offered in English. Because of its internationally renowned 
educational profile, Heidelberg is facing a significant 
globalisation in terms of linguistic practices and is gradually 
entering Germans’ everyday life as well – especially that of 
young adults. In this sense, Heidelberg depicts a per se contact 
zone for its coexistence of monoglossia and multilingualism, 
German and English. Correlated with the Indian student 
community, it becomes a ‘two-fold contact zone’, in which 
German coexists with English, the latter generally being used as 
a mean of acculturation and integration in the city context (see 
Table 2).  

The excellent education and research opportunities provided 
by the university town of Heidelberg have been attracting 
undergraduates and graduates from India for years. The 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29  Estimates from the Consulate General of India, url <http://www. 

cgimunich.com/pages.php?id=12618>, last accessed September 28, 2017. 
30  Figures from the Heidelberg City Hall website, url <http://www. 

heidelberg.de/english,Len/Home/City+Hall.html>, last accessed September 
28, 2017. 
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European Molecular Biology Laboratory (EMBL), the German 
Cancer Research Centre (DFKZ), the Max Planck Institutes 
(MPI), the University of Heidelberg and the SRH University 
Heidelberg are all major educational institutions in which Indian 
students are registered. The Heidelberg Indian student 
community counts more than 500 members coming from all 
over India and with different sociolinguistic backgrounds. The 
community mainly consists of upper middle-class students who 
came to Germany to further their education and improve their 
professional skills. After having generally been imparted an 
English-medium education at private schools in their mother 
country, these students are today enrolled in Engineering, 
Information Technology, Management and Medicine courses. 
After graduating, the majority of them is resolved on first 
getting an internship and a post in Germany for two to five 
years and then on going back to India financially independent, 
economically stable and with a well-paid and secured position. 
Hence, the transient aspect of the community is a valuable 
sociolinguistic factor to draw attention to: not only does it help 
foster network ties and in-group affiliations among its members 
(see Section 5), but it also indicates the degree to which they are 
interested in learning the official language of the host country. 

The Indian student community is pulled together by the 
Heidelberg Indian Students Association (hereafter, HISA). 
Widely acknowledged as one of the most prominent Indian 
student associations in Germany, HISA was established in 2003 
as a non-profit migrant organisation and has been officially 
recognised as an international student organisation by the 
University of Heidelberg. Its members organise cultural events 
and work together on multiple local and national projects 
aiming to «bridge the gap between [the] Indian and the local 
community» and to «promote the amazingly diverse culture of 
an astonishing place called ‘I N D I A’».31 As a matter of fact, 
intra-group differences are significant sociolinguistic variables 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

31 HISA, url <http://hisaheidelberg.com/>, last accessed November 1, 2017. 
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to take into account since they may help delve into how 
ideologies of cultural and linguistic contact emerge and how 
they influence language attitudes. In addition, they may help 
shed light on the complex adaptive system of transient 
multilingual communities since, following Mortensen and 
Fabricius’ viewpoint, ideological patterns cannot be assumed a 
priori in such dynamic language scenarios.32 

 
 
4. Data and Methodology 

 

Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in the community 
over a period of three months. Participants were generally 
approached through friend-to-friend recommendations, usually 
in local establishments such as university libraries but also 
privately, in their households. Eleven participants were recorded 
for sociolinguistic interviews for a total of approximately two 
hours. The interviews aimed at eliciting naturalistic speech data. 
They consisted of relatively open-ended conversations in which 
speakers’ biographical background, language proficiency and 
attitudes toward English varieties and language use were 
discussed. Information about ethnic affiliations and cultural 
contact both within and outside the community was also 
elicited. All participants were master students at the time of the 
fieldwork and had either Kannada, Telugu, and Tamil 
(Dravidian languages), or Marvadi and Marathi (both Indo-
Aryan languages) as first languages. They were between 23 and 
27 years of age and, with the exception of one Marathi speaker, 
had all attended English-medium schools in India (see Table 1 
for further social details).33 Additional data come from a web-
based questionnaire submitted to 42 Indian students (male= 37, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 See J. Mortensen, J.A Fabricius, Language Ideologies in Danish Higher 

Education. 
33  Please note that speakers’ ordering in Table 1 simply follows 

interviews’ schedule. 
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female= 5) around the same period of the interviews, with the 
intent of investigating personal language-related plans toward 
IndE, BrE and AmE and individual perceptions of speech 
productions. Casual speech samples were also included in the 
analysis and concern value judgements and social orientations 
of the respondents.  

 

 
Table 1. Participants’ social characteristics. 

 

Speaker English  
education 

Years 
in HD 

Age Sex Faculty First 
Language 

German 

JD English-
medium 

2 25 M Information 
Technology 

Telugu No 

MN English-
medium 

1 27 M Information 
Technology 

Tamil No 

CH English-
medium 

1 23 F Applied 
Computer 
Science 

Kannada No 

DS English-
medium 

1 24 F Information 
Technology 

Telugu No 

NJ English-
medium 

1 26 F Information 
Technology 

Marvadi No 

PH Marathi-
medium 

2 26 M International 
Business  
and Engineering 

Marathi No 

AC English-
medium 

1 24 F Applied 
Computer 
Science 

Marathi No 

SA English-
medium 

1 25 M Information 
Technology 

Telugu No 

DV English-
medium 

2 27 M Mechanical 
Engineering 

Telugu Yes 

PG English-
medium 

2 23 M International 
Business  
and Engineering 

Telugu Yes 

JK English-
medium 

2 25 M Engineering Tamil Yes 
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5. Local and Global Ideologies Around Accent Variation 
 
The ‘two-fold contact zone’ in which the Heidelberg Indian 

student community interacts is constituted of two interrelated 
social spaces in which, at the first level of contact, German and 
English (EFL) are both lingua francas and, at the second one (i) 
Indian vernacular languages, (ii) standard or educated IndE and 
(iii) regional varieties of IndE simultaneously coexist (see Table 
2). 

 

 
 

Table 2. Heidelberg’s two-fold contact zone. 

This section will draw attention to the analysis of the second 
degree of contact, thus focusing on how Indian university 
students perceive language variation through their language 
attitudes surrounding IndE accent stereoptypes. Specifically, 
exploring the idea that «popular notions of the geographic 
distribution and status of linguistic facts are related to beliefs 
about the speakers of regional varieties», the paper will discuss 
folk perceptions and those language ideologies lying behind 
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them.34 Nonlinguists generally know that people in different 
regions speak the same language differently. Importantly, 
members of the Heidelberg Indian student community are aware 
of the fact that their English is different from L1 English 
varieties: 

(1)  
 

a. DS: Indians do frankly try to adapt themselves to the 
language [BrE] to map their own language with their mother 
tongues. 

b. CH: […] the British English which is called as the higher 
standard English, that’s what I believe in uhm because in 
uhm whatever the, whatever we have been taught ‘til today, 
uhm it’s uhm, it’s not that high standard English, that’s what 
I feel. 

The overt connection DS and CH are drawing between 
particular local language practices and more global assessments 
of nativeness reflects what Shuck has postulated as the 
«ideology of nativeness», which constructs the categories of 
‘native English speakers’ as contiguous with British or 
Americans, and ‘non-native English speakers’ as contiguous 
with foreigners.35 In this sense, BrE is the only variety perceived 
as standard. Results from the administrered questionnaire 
confirm these assumptions:  

 
Model % 

British English 
American English 
Australian 
Own way 
Others 

64.3 
19.0 
0 
16.7 
0 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 D. Preston, Language, People, Salience, Space: Perceptual Dialectology 

and Language Regard, «Dialectologia», 5 (2010), p. 87. 
35 G. Shuck, Conversational Performance and the Poetic Construction of 

an Ideology, in «Language in Society» 33, (2004), pp. 195-222. 
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Table 3. Preference for models of English. 

 
Table 3 provides a significant indication of the attitudes of 

various members of the Heidelberg Indian student community 
toward various models of English according to preference. 
Moreover, one must note that attitudes toward BrE may also be 
explained in historical terms, since BrE has always provided a 
‘perceived’ norm to follow.36 The following excerpts may shed 
new light on the topic: 

(2)  
 

a. AC: What we have learned English in our school it’s from 
the British English itself, because we believe it’s first of all, I 
mean, what I have taught in my schooling it’s not our 
language, first of all. It originated from Britain, uhm British 
rule so it’s their language so we have to speak in their tone, 
in their pronunciation, in their way, but obviously since uhm 
we are not native to, we are not taught by British people uhm 
we’re still taught by Indian people so still the accent of 
Indian mixes with British English. 

b. JK: When you speak the British accent, it’s, it has, I don’t 
know, it’s very attractive to speak the British way.   

c. MK: South India [...] each state has a very strong mother 
tongue influence. North India is more conscious, so the 
influence is less, just a degree. [...] I think South Indian 
accent very strong. They more focused on education and 
regional language is given more importance plus the teachers 
also carry the same accent. North India, Mumbai has more 
British accent and clarity [...] actually in the North India we 
love English.  

Here, again, ideologies of nativeness resurface (AC: «we are 
not native») and point to another critical aspect of alleged non-
standardness: perceived accent variation. Community members 
generally restrict accent variation to L2 varieties of English and, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

36 See B.B. Kachru, The Alchemy of English: The Spread, Functions, and 
Models of Non-native Englishes, University of Illinois Press, Urbana (IL) 
1986. 
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as a consequence, they tend to consider L1 varieties accentless. 
In this sense, discourse evoking an attempt to eliminate 
stigmatised local features when dealing with ‘native’ speakers is 
commonly widespread:  

(3)  
 

a. JD: When I talk something they [British English speakers] 
don’t understand – if they don’t understand I try to explain 
things speaking it out. 

According to Labov, sustained contact with other varieties or 
dialects can raise speakers’ level of overt and covert social 
consciousness of regional variants.37 Among speakers of different 
varieties, extended exposure can either cause the adoption of 
new features or «be strongly constrained by the degree to which 
[they] create positive or negative allegiances across groups».38 
Particularly in the case of the Heidelberg Indian student 
community, contact with other Indian varieties is an everyday 
matter and network affiliations are fundamental for in-group 
compactness. In this sense, it comes of no surprise that the 
constant proximity of community members leads to a further 
differentiation in accent perception according to Indian 
geographical discontiguity: 

(4)  
 

a. DV: In the North. And so influence with their language 
certain words like – there is a funny experience with us, like 
uhm with one Pune guy, he used to say always like materials 
right? What you call materials. He used to say muh-terials 
[mᶺˈtɪːɽjalz]. It is always, sounds so funny and we used to 
laugh. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 W. Labov, Sociolinguistic Patterns, University of Pennsylvania Press, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 1972. 
38 D. Sharma, Dialect Stabilization and Speaker Awareness in Non-Native 

Varieties of English, p. 8. 
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b. JD: In the north, they have thick accent, more of Hindi 
accent. They have the typically Indian accent, like 
‘Kasshmirrr’ [kɑsːˈmɪɽː]. 

North/South and vice versa perceptions of accent variation 
are imagined through framings of ‘typical Indian’ and ‘standard 
English’. Community members’ explicit attitudes toward accent 
variation overtly attribute global social authority to their own 
way of speaking ‘standard’ English. As a matter of fact, DV and 
JD are both Telugu English speakers. Not only do their attitudes 
align with the same geographic area (the Southern state of 
Andhra Pradesh), but also with the same community in-group. 
In this sense, by differentiating the linguistic productions of 
other community members in terms of correctness, fluency, and 
intelligibility, they tend to perpetuate the ‘us’ vs ‘them’ internal 
sociolinguistic conceptualisation, ultimately striving for 
ethnolinguistic distinctiveness. However, concurrently existing 
is discourse based on group compactness and affiliation, in 
which speakers’ more general Indian identity emerges. In 
transient multilingual communities, establishing network ties is 
fundamental, and the Heidelberg Indian student community is 
no exception. Here, questions of kinship and in-group 
allegiances tend to exceed North/South linguistic power 
imbalances. An intuitive explanation might be that such 
communities are not permanent, but transient and small in 
number, and that cultural affiliations tend to overtake linguistic 
and ideological issues: 

(5)  
 

a. JK: I feel very happy anywhere I get to speak in my mother 
tongue and for that matter any of Indian languages actually. 

The afore-mentioned examples argue that community 
members dialogically challenge global standard language 
ideologies regarding a single standard IndE variety, positing that 
while there are differences across varieties, each has peculiar 
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L1-dependent features. As a matter of fact, the majority of them 
self-labelled their spoken variety of English as a ‘mixture’ of 
IndE, AmE and BrE, and as IndE (see Table 4). In doing so, 
they are likely to confim what has been argued at the beginning 
of the section: that non-linguists are usually aware of their own 
speech productions. 

 
Identity-marker     % 

American English 
British English 
Indian English 
"Mixture" of all three 
I don’t know 
Good English 

  2.4 
14.3 
19.0 
57.1 
  2.4 
  4.8 

 
Table 4. Self-labelling of speakers’  variety of English. 

 
6. Conclusion 
 
The present study examined the impact of global standard 

ideologies in a transient multilingual community of Indian 
university students located in Heidelberg from the perspective 
of personal language-related plans toward diverse varieties of 
English and overt and covert language attitudes. Before drawing 
any far-reaching conclusions, firstly and most importantly, a 
fuller account of data would be appropriate in order to shed new 
light on ideological patterns in transient multilingual 
communities. Current data demonstrated that the ideology of 
nativeness has framed the BrE variety as the standard, hence 
referencing the ideological link between IndE and non-
nativeness. However, concurrently existing is discourse 
challenging global social standard language ideologies 
regarding a single IndE variety. The majority of speakers, in 
fact, recognised that there are differences across IndE varieties, 
which may be due to different language backgrounds. They also 
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suggested that their own speech productions are closer to 
standard (British) English. In doing so, a discourse concerning 
the ideology of nativeness is newly reassessed, but just to be 
abandoned again in light of the community’s consolidated 
network ties, which seem to exceed India’s North/South 
linguistic power imbalances. Results also support the claim of 
the impossibility of assuming a priori the ideological patterns of 
transient communities, since multiple language ideological 
construct resources may be involved.39 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 See J. Mortensen, J.A Fabricius, Language Ideologies in Danish Higher 

Education. 



 



MARIACONCETTA COSTANTINI 
 

CHALLENGING ENCOUNTERS: THE CULTURAL PRESENCE  
OF FRANCE IN VICTORIAN SENSATION FICTION 

 
The Victorians held a set of negative stereotypes of France 

against which English superiority could be celebrated. Cultural 
exchanges with the Continent were widespread in the nineteenth 
century, as testified by the assimilation of French habits (i.e. in 
dining rituals and cuisine) and the high numbers of British 
travellers who crossed the Channel. Nonetheless, public 
moralists continued to employ stereotypical views of France as 
a nation inhabited by clever, volatile, argumentative, logic-
chopping and dangerously sensual people.  

These views were endorsed by most writers. Few exceptions 
included the representatives of the ‘sensation school of fiction’ 
which dominated the British literary market in the 1860s. The 
way sensation novelists responded to, and depicted, French 
culture casts light onto the nineteenth-century relations between 
the two cultural systems. Such authors as Wilkie Collins, Mary 
Elizabeth Braddon and Ellen Wood established a particular 
relation with France. A favoured destination of their travels and 
a nation where they spent long periods, France was also the 
setting of some of their novels, as well as the source of cultural 
influences that came to play a central function in their works.  

This chapter investigates these influences at three different 
levels: biographical, intercultural and meta-literary. In addition 
to ascertaining the relevance of the personal contacts Collins, 
Braddon and Wood established with the foreign country, I 
examine the extent to which these contacts contributed to the 
authors’ anti-establishment views by encouraging a self-critical 
attitude that was rare at the time. Finally, I focus on the specific 
meta-literary effects of these encounters by showing that the 
sensationalists’ knowledge of French literature favoured their 
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critique of native forms of realism and their experimentation 
with new modes of composition.  

Before delving into details, it is necessary to specify that the 
cultural dynamics between Victorian Britain and France does 
not fully match Mary Louise Pratt’s definition of contact zones 
as «social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple, often 
in the context of highly asymmetrical relations of power». What 
is missing in the spaces of engagement here examined are the 
«highly asymmetrical relations of power» mentioned by Pratt, 
which are instead most evident in contexts influenced by 
«colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths».1 Unlike the racialised 
natives with whom the British interacted in the colonies, the 
French were a politically autonomous and highly civilised 
people who had influenced all Europe with their ideas. As 
neighbouring countries, moreover, Britain and France 
experienced continuous cultural exchanges, which were activated 
by travellers and émigrés on both sides of the Channel.  

All these facts would seem to exclude the idea of an 
imbalance of power in Anglo-French relations. Nonetheless, 
there was among the Victorians a persistent tendency to view 
contacts with France as infectious and potentially degrading. If 
British travellers to the Continent were exposed to risks of 
cultural and moral contagion, French émigrés in Britain were 
thought to pose a threat to the life of the communities in which 
they settled. The prejudices nourishing these fears were long-
lasting. Perceived as a violent country since the Huguenot wars, 
France was overtly associated with bloodshed and political 
unrest during the 1789 Revolution. This association, later 
reinforced by the 1848 Second Republic and the Franco-
Prussian War, produced a plethora of gothic metaphors. The 
British counterrevolutionary propaganda pivoted around images 
of murder, body desecration and cannibalism such as the 
Dickensian representation of the guillotine as an all-devouring 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 33-40, 
p. 34. 
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female monster.2 An incarnation of conservative fears of socio-
political unrest, these images bear witness to a process of 
demonisation of the French which somehow mirrored British 
strategies of colonial racialisation.  

Recurrent in mainstream Victorian culture, these anti-French 
prejudices tended to connote Anglo-French contact zones in 
terms of degradation rather than integration. Well-known 
literary examples are the depictions of Paris as a city of «sexual 
license»3 in novels like Jane Eyre and Middlemarch, whose 
protagonists are dangerously infected by the lax morality of the 
Continent. Negative connotations were also attached to spaces 
of contact located on British soil. Besides the many evil 
foreigners featuring in Victorian novels – such as the villainous 
Hortense and Blandois characterised by Dickens – French 
literature itself was perceived as a dangerous intruder and corruptor 
of British moral standards. As Margaret Oliphant complained in 
1867, after being «scrupulously kept away» for long time, «that 
corruption which ha[d] so fatally injured the French school of 
fiction»4 was penetrating Britain and threatening the purity of its 
fiction and reading public.  

These examples show that the Victorian conceptualisation of 
France was rife with contradictions. On the one hand, the 
Continental nation was considered a fully developed political 
partner endowed with its own cultural prestige. On the other, it 
was related to menacing ideas of alienness and, in ways similar 
to the colonies, persistently racialised. The latter attitude was 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 H.L. Malchow, Gothic Images of Race in Nineteenth-Century Britain, 

Stanford University Press, Stanford 1996, pp. 61-68ss. 
3 J. Rignall, «One Great Confederation?»: Europe in the Victorian Novel, 

in F. O’Gorman (ed.), A Concise Companion to the Victorian Novel, 
Blackwell, Malden-Oxford 2005, pp. 232-252, pp. 234, 243. 

4  [M. Oliphant], Novels, «Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine», 102 
(1867), pp. 257-280, p. 257.  
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instrumental to the Victorian construction of national identity 
which at the time was «inextricably associated with race».5  

As a result, Anglo-French contact zones were often 
conceived as spaces of conflict and dangerous contagion. Less 
diffuse was, instead, their perception as fertile spaces of 
transculturation in which the subject could develop through the 
salutary influence of different cultures. Most eminent Victorians 
held the former view, while fewer looked to France for 
inspiration. Two remarkable examples of cultural openness 
were offered by John Stuart Mill and Matthew Arnold. Despite 
their individual differences, both intellectuals exhibited a keen 
interest in France and saw its ethno-cultural diversity as 
important lymph for the improvement of their national 
characteristics. More specifically, Mill and Arnold found in 
French culture a preponderance of that Celtic character that was 
historically part of British identity but that, in their view, had 
been gradually overpowered by the Teutonic component. What 
they advocated was a process of transculturation through which 
Britain could curb its Teutonic proclivity for philistinism and 
revive its Celtic spirit – a spirit that, in France, manifested itself 
in the form of excellent manners, mental cultivation, equality 
and the higher civilisation of the masses. 6  By drawing on 
ethnography, Mill and Arnold depicted Britain as a century-old 
contact zone which was being depauperated by the loss of one 
important cultural component. Conscious though they were of 
some limits of French characterology, they nonetheless saw its 
Celtic spirit as an element to revive within their home culture in 
order to counterbalance the vulgarity of Britain’s commercial 
spirit.  

Mill and Arnold praised the potentiality of Anglo-French 
contacts in non-fictional works that challenged dominant 
prejudices. A similar function was fulfilled, in literature, by 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 G. Varouxakis, Victorian Political Thought on France and the French, 

Palgrave, Basingstoke-New York 2002, p. 104. 
6 Ivi, pp. 35ss. 
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sensation novelists who exhibited a genuine interest in France. 
Worthy of notice is the attention these novelists paid to social 
spaces in which British and French cultures met, collided, and 
grappled with each other. Never connoted in terms of strict 
binaries, these spaces are portrayed through «chiaroscuro» 
techniques which reveal the presence of lights and shadows in 
both cultures. Instead of letting British superiority emerge by 
contrast, sensationalists questioned some distinctive traits of 
their own culture and, by juxtaposing them with positive French 
elements, developed «non-disjunctive» 7  models of potential 
integration, which anticipate twentieth-century ideas of 
transculturation.   

A first element to consider is the good knowledge of France 
gained by the three novelists under scrutiny. Mary Elizabeth 
Braddon spent a period of time across the Channel as a 
teenager.8 She received part of her education there and often 
journeyed to the Continent in her adult life. Much longer and 
closer was Ellen Wood’s relation with France. For twenty years, 
she and her husband lived in the southern part of the country 
where their five children were born. After their return to 
England in 1856, the couple made pleasant journeys back to 
France where, in their son’s words, they  

enjoy[ed] once more the society of old friends, the blue skies and 
balmy airs of France. No visits ever gave them so much pleasure. My 
mother's face was never more radiant, my father’s sunny temperament 
never more conspicuous than at these times.9  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 J. Kristeva, Problèmes de la structuration du texte, in Tel Quel: Théorie 

d’ensemble, Éditions du Seuil, Paris 1968, pp. 297-316. For the definition of 
«chiaroscuro» texts, see R. Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. R. Miller, 
Hill & Wang, New York 1975, p. 32.  

8 J. Carnell, The Literary Lives of Mary Elizabeth Braddon. A Study of 
Her Life and Work, The Sensation Press, Hastings 2000, p. 7.   

9 C.W. Wood, Mrs Henry Wood: In Memoriam, «The Argosy», 43 (1887), 
pp. 251-270ss., p. 434. 
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Wood’s early short stories, moreover, were written during 
her Continental stay and are significantly French-related in their 
settings and characterisation. For his part, Collins was a habitual 
visitor to French cities and seaside resorts. Besides spending 
months at Dickens’s residence in Boulogne-sur-Mer, he went on 
several trips to Paris which, in addition to restorative breaks and 
intellectual stimuli, offered to him plenty of occasions for 
«festive diableries»10 and other forms of unorthodox enjoyment.  

Different though their travel experiences were, the three 
authors developed common views of France as a land of 
freedom from many social constraints. Their direct knowledge 
of the Continental nation not only proved the existence of 
alternatives to the strictly normative life at home; it also made 
them aware of the importance of contact zones where the seeds 
of cultural integration could germinate. It is thus hardly 
surprising that their novels depict spaces of ethno-cultural 
encounter located either in France or Britain, which encourage a 
critique of narrow-minded nationalism.  

Anglo-French relations are insistently described in Wood’s 
fiction, but their connotations are not easily interpretable. In 
Matthew Pires’s opinion, Wood did not «depict French society 
in flattering terms» and her «portrayal of the French is almost 
unremittingly negative».11 Such a reading is only partly to be 
agreed on, as Pires takes only two main aspects of Wood’s 
fiction into account: the social isolation experienced by her 
fictional exiles, who move to France because of «financial, 
sentimental, of health worries»; and her negative representation 
of French Catholicism. Evidence of both aspects is indeed found 
in various texts. Wood characterises several British people who 
expatriate to France after violating financial and sexual norms, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

10 A. Lycett, Wilkie Collins. A Life of Sensation, Windmill Books, London 
2014, pp. 137ss.; and W.M. Clarke, The Secret Life of Wilkie Collins, Alan 
Sutton, Stroud 1996, pp. 77-87. 

11 M. Pires, «Boulogne-sur-Mer, of all places in the world!»: France in 
the Works of Ellen Wood, «Women’s Writing» (Special issue edited by E. 
Liggins and A. Maunder), 15 (2008), 2, pp. 169-185, p. 181. 
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and she describes the difficulties of their life abroad. With 
regard to Catholicism, she indulges in gothic descriptions of its 
dark rituals and showiness, and she exposes the dreary 
consequences of the priests’ meddling into people’s lives. In St 
Martin’s Eve (1866), for example, she connects the love 
frustrations and premature death of a young woman to the cruel 
interference of a clergyman, who dissuades her from marrying 
her Protestant lover. This novel also includes the horrific 
episode of the «reception of the dead», a funeral ritual in which 
the body of the deceased would-be-bride is exhibited «in rich 
and flowing robes».12 A sort of mock-wedding ceremony, this 
ritual combines folkloric traditions with the distasteful 
showiness of Catholicism, which is a main target of the author’s 
critique. 

Wood’s dislike of Catholic barbarous customs is undeniable. 
But her views of France are more complex than they appear. 
Her depiction of English expatriates, for example, is laden with 
contradictions. If there is some truth in Pires’s contention that 
these characters are haunted by serious problems, it is also true 
that many of them are forced to exile by their own misconduct 
and, when living abroad, they continue to adopt wrong styles of 
conduct learnt at home. More importantly, Wood’s narratives 
provide interesting cases of expiation and self-improvement that 
are consequent on experiences made on the Continent, as well 
as portrayals of French émigrés who exert a positive influence 
on British society.  

A thought-provoking example of self-reformation is found in 
East Lynne (1861). At a quick glance, the novel seems to 
endorse Victorian prejudices about France as a land of illicit 
sexuality. The first part describes Boulogne as the place where 
Lady Isabel starts to feel her adulterous love, and Grenoble as 
the location to which she escapes with her lover. Yet the 
stereotypical identification of France with adultery is strangely 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

12 E. [Mrs. Henry] Wood, St. Martin’s Eve, Richard Bentley and Son, 
London 1893, p. 363. 
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challenged in the text. Quite unexpectedly, the setting in which 
Isabel yields to passion is her conjugal British home, while it is 
on French soil that she repents of her errors and embarks on a 
successful journey of atonement. Her return to England in 
disguise paves the way to a redemptive process that is patently 
at odds with Victorian moral standards, as she is a fallen woman 
humanised by her sufferings with whom readers are invited to 
sympathise. The subversive traits of her characterisation were 
well caught by contemporary critics, as evidenced by a caustic 
remark by Oliphant: «Nothing can be more wrong and fatal than 
to represent the flames of vice as a purifying fiery ordeal, 
through which the penitent is to come elevated and 
sublimated».13  

What makes Isabel’s portrayal most disturbing is the 
complex relation she establishes with France. Her acquisition of 
a foreign identity, which makes her the butt of prejudiced 
figures,14 is also the trigger of an important process of self-
redefinition, as she overcomes the flaws of her upper-class 
English self by actually becoming a French governess. The fact 
that her new identity is based on pretence does not decrease the 
symbolic value of the cultural model she comes to embody. By 
transplanting some French traits onto British soil, the 
protagonist of East Lynne lays the premises for a process of 
cultural integration that is supposed to improve the condition of 
Victorian women.  

More explicitly transcultural is the characterisation of Sophie 
Deffloe, the French maid featured in Lady Adelaide’s Oath 
(1867). Pretty, «dressed to perfection in her quiet attire» and 
fluent in English, «though with a foreign accent», Sophie 
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91 (1862), pp. 564-584, p. 567. 
14 On her return, Isabel is addressed by all as «Madame» and treated as a 

Frenchwoman, although she claims to be English. Justice Hare derogatorily 
defines her «papist» and «frog-eater», but the fact that the two terms are used 
by a disreputable character counterbalances their negativity. E. Wood, East 
Lynne, ed. A. Maunder, Broadview Press, Peterborough 2000, p. 480. 
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exhibits stereotypical traits of her native country, such as her 
«insatiable curiosity» and her superstitious leanings.15 Unlike 
her selfish mistress, however, she provides an imitable 
behavioural model. The indignation she feels at witnessing 
Adelaide’s deceitful conduct confirms her moral superiority. 
Apart from symbolising the stifled voice of her British 
mistress’s conscience, the French maid embodies an innovative 
female role as she is bold in her utterings and authoritative in 
her actions.16  

A further element of novelty is her successful marriage with 
Ravensbird, «a dark, sallow-complexioned, stern-looking man, 
ugly at the first glance», but nevertheless endowed with an 
«honest» face and «a kindly expression in the penetrating black 
eyes». 17 A faithful servant of Captain Dane, Ravensbird is 
strongly connoted in terms of strangerhood and disliked by the 
local community. Initially suspected of murdering his master, he 
later frees himself from the charge by showing self-assurance 
and by facing his upper-class accusers with a defiant attitude. 
Honest to the end and successful in his business, Ravensbird 
provides an unusual model of self-reliance which questions 
ethnic and class prejudices. By choosing him as her life- and 
business-mate, Sophie reinforces her own positive traits. What 
the couple sets, in the novel, is the most admirable example of 
affection and dignity of their age group, while their class 
superiors fall prey to deceit, cruelty and self-delusion. The fact 
that they are both strangers, moreover, increases the unsettling 
effects of their characterisation, as they surpass all the British 
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1867, Vol. 1, pp. 24, 26, 181. 
16 When she daringly questions Adelaide’s false words, Sophie uses a 

«curiously bold; almost covertly insolent» tone which reverses class 
hierarchies. Her strength of character also emerges when she forces a lawyer 
to go to her place: «“You will come with me in the rain or in the hail, 
monsieur”, cried Sophie, so authoritatively as to surprise Mr. Apperly». Ivi, 
Vol. 1 p. 70; Vol. 3, pp. 135-136.  

17 Ivi, Vol. 1, pp. 22-23. 
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characters (both upper- and low-class ones) in truthfulness and 
generosity. It is no coincidence, therefore, that the bar they run 
together gives shelter to young Lydney before he becomes 
Baron of Danesheld. Although he has noble English blood in his 
veins, Lydney is also the son of a Frenchwoman belonging to 
the trading class and has grown up in America, the land of 
rising men. Not differently from the Ravensbirds, Lydney 
challenges tradition and incarnates the new potentialities of 
strangerhood which, if properly integrated with British values, 
can provide outstanding models of transculturation. 

Like Wood, Collins was interested in exploring the 
potentialities of contact zones. One of these zones is found in 
The Black Robe (1881), a novel partly set in France. The 
opening pages narrate the trip to Boulogne made by Lewis 
Romayne, who crosses the Channel to help his elderly aunt. The 
woman, who has been travelling on the Continent, decides to 
return home to die; but she falls prey to an inexplicable fear 
when she reaches the coastal town.18 During his forced stay in 
Boulogne, Romayne gets into serious troubles. Invited to a 
boarding house, where he spends time with swindlers, he 
unmasks a cardsharp and is involved in a duel. Owing to the 
fog, he accidentally shoots his adversary’s son and fretfully 
returns to Britain to escape any legal consequences. On his way 
home, however, he starts to be haunted by the ominous cry 
«Assassin!» which persecutes him for years. Oppressed by 
remorse, he growingly indulges in his inbred nervousness and 
melancholy, which ultimately spoil his life. His unhappy 
marriage, his conversion to Catholicism, and his later decision 
to become a Jesuit priest, are symptoms of a disturbed 
personality which amplifies, rather than silences, the ghostly 
voice that has followed him across the Channel.  

The function fulfilled by France in this novel is quite 
complex. Collins undeniably conveys a stereotypical view of 
Boulogne as a place infested by corruption and backward 
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Challenging Encounters	  

	  

173 

customs such as duelling. Yet, he also imputes Romayne’s fall 
to his deep-seated melancholy, which emerges long before his 
journey to France. A solitary man affected by monomaniac 
leanings, the protagonist betrays a self-destructive tendency 
from the very beginning, as evidenced by the long hours of 
study and the abuse of tea that have «sadly injured his stomach» 
and «nervous system». His confession that he «detest[s] 
Boulogne»19 contributes to disproving the hypothesis that he is 
lured to, and corrupted by, French culture. The heir of an 
ancient family of landowners, Romayne incarnates the declining 
values of old England. He lives as a recluse at Vance Abbey, a 
«solitary country house» 20  built on the ruins of an old 
monastery, where he nostalgically looks back on the quiet 
lifestyle of a declining past. His dislike of the Continent and of 
travelling is in line with his resistance to progress – an attitude 
for which he is ironically ‘punished’ when he is compelled to 
cross the Channel.  

Unlike Britain, which is uncommonly connected with 
retrogression, France offers to Romayne an opportunity to 
temporarily escape his dreary isolation and experience 
modernity – an experience symbolically rendered by the 
steamboat he takes to reach the coastal town. But the actions the 
protagonist performs in Boulogne prove his imperviousness to 
change. Instead of opening to new cultural influences, the 
protagonist goes into the contact zone with a stubborn 
determination to preserve his old-fashioned stance. The ghostly 
voice he first hears on board the steamboat, on his return trip, is 
thus interpretable as a symbol of the vengeance of modernity. 
Haunted by it, Romayne returns to Britain, withdraws into its 
most conservative recesses and makes new wrong choices that 
doom him to his final destruction. On a figurative plane, 
moreover, the choice of Boulogne reinforces the idea of 
constitutional frailty associated with Romayne, who fails to 
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‘heal’ in one of the popular destinations of nineteenth-century 
curative voyages.  

Quite different was the British perception of Paris in the 
nineteenth century. A city of luxury and entertainment, the 
French capital was also a favoured destination for those aiming 
to experience the lifestyle of artistic coteries. Parisian 
intellectual circles were important cultural magnets for British 
writers, painters, musicians and philosophers, who wished to 
make unique experiences while enjoying some freedom from 
Victorian normativity. The attractive power exerted by these 
contact zones is well rendered in Braddon’s novel Eleanor’s 
Victory (1863), whose Künstlerroman sub-plot revolves around 
the character of an aspiring British painter, Launcelot Darrell. 
An impoverished young man endowed with artistic talent, 
Darrell moves secretly to Paris to lead a bohemian life, but he is 
soon driven to delinquency by his financial problems. One of 
the crimes he commits is that of cheating a spendthrift 
Englishman, who kills himself after losing his last money at 
cards. The Parisian lifestyle adopted by Darrell seems to 
validate certain stereotypes of the French capital as a place 
which «enthralled [the] imagination» of British artists but also 
offered them opportunities to live immorally and viciously.21 As 
his French accomplice exclaims, the young profligate has little 
scruples in combining intellectual pastimes with illegal 
activities:  

and you are in Paris to enjoy yourself, to lead the life of a student, a 
little Bohemian, but very gay. You read Balzac, you make the little 
sketches for the cheap Parisian journals. You are gamester, and win 
money from a poor old Englishman [...].22 

This clichéd image of Paris is, however, challenged by the 
second crime committed by Darrell. On his return to the quiet 
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Press, Atlantic Highlands 1979, pp. 40-41. 
22 M.E. Braddon, Eleanor’s Victory, Alan Sutton, Stroud 1996, p. 377. 
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English countryside, the aspiring painter forges his uncle’s will 
to inherit his patrimony and temporarily enjoys the fruits of his 
malefaction before being unmasked. As is often the case in 
sensation novels, Braddon questions at this juncture the 
prejudiced views of the Victorians to unveil «the mysteries 
which are at [their] own doors». 23  If Paris appears as a 
dangerous magnet for Darrell, the main setting of his 
degradation is Britain, where he returns to violate the laws of 
property. His mounting greed demonstrates the potential for 
corruption ingrained in Victorian culture – a potential 
particularly unsettling in the case of an aspiring artist who 
employs his skills to falsify documents.  

Yet, Braddon does not concoct a melodramatic punishment 
for her villain, who is instead allowed to develop his talent and 
become a thriving painter. His path to redemption is coupled 
with a brilliant professional career, which he pursues by moving 
temporarily to Italy and «work[ing] very hard and with 
enthusiasm». Back home, Darrell becomes a protagonist of the 
British «golden age» of painting and, as such, enjoys fame and 
wealth.24 The novel’s conclusion is strongly ironic. Initially 
depicted as a Romantic rebel who defies conventions, the 
protagonist gradually develops into a mercenary artist who 
avows his conversion to the Mammon gospel. While both his 
stays abroad enlarge his mind and nourish his artistic ambitions, 
his British life is marked by a readiness to espouse philistine 
values. The protagonist himself dryly announces the victory of 
the Teutonic commercial spirit: «[...] I have lived out the 
romance of my life; or one part of that romance, at any rate; and 
have no very ardent aspiration after greatness in the abstract. I 
want to earn money».25  

The anti-establishment discourse on art woven in Eleanor’s 
Victory confirms the importance of Anglo-French relations in 
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sensation fiction. In representing this complex relational 
network, Braddon and her fellow novelists not only focused on 
Victorian experiences of Continental places, people and 
customs. They also reflected on the effects that French art, and 
especially literature, had on their fellow countrymen, whose 
attitudes wavered between admiration and scorn. Most 
important, in this regard, were the Victorian responses to the 
literary realism of authors like Balzac, Flaubert and Zola. 
Although they aroused curiosity with their experiments, French 
realists were accused of offending against public morality with 
their daring works. A well-known case was the indictment of 
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary which, condemned in Paris «for 
being “realist”», 26  met even stronger objections in Britain. 
Critics like Oliphant used moral and aesthetic categories to 
condemn the coarseness of such narratives which, nonetheless, 
continued to be read and discussed by Victorians.  

The cultural impact of French fiction was strongly felt in 
Britain around the mid-century. Intemperately attacked in the 
periodical press, it also became a recurrent topic in narratives, 
which abound in meta-literary comments and scenes of 
forbidden novel-reading. The meanings acquired by these 
comments and pictures were varied. In most cases, Continental 
literature was indicted for its impropriety and personified as an 
infectious agent that put the morality of its consumers at risk. 
Less often, however, it was praised «for its truthfulness and 
honesty in comparison with its English counterpart». 27  Its 
estimators ranged among such intellectuals as G.W.M. 
Reynolds, George Augustus Sala, the Brownings and sensation 
novelists.  

Collins and Braddon, in particular, felt the need to defend a 
foreign school from which they had drawn inspiration. In 1859, 
Collins published Portrait of an Author, Painted by His 
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Publisher, a tribute to Honoré de Balzac, who had died 
prematurely nine years earlier. This article is a compelling 
exploration of the French novelist’s figure and art which had 
aroused controversy at home and abroad. A first element that 
deserves attention is the discourse on professionalism woven by 
Collins who strives to reconcile opposing tendencies of Balzac’s 
complex personality. His argument that an author’s 
eccentricities and disorderly life should not undermine the value 
of his production is effectively combined with the exaltation of 
two professional qualities that had enabled the spendthrift 
Frenchman to acquire worldwide recognition: his artistic 
ambition and his hard work. «The better and nobler part of him 
calls for no further comment at any writer’s hands»28 affirms 
Collins, thereby suggesting that Balzac’s profligate life had 
been redeemed by his devotion to art and his indefatigable 
application to writing. 

Another aim pursued by Collins was that of revaluing the 
potentialities of literary realism in the face of mainstream views. 
In a comment on Le Père Goriot, he suggests that «though it 
unveils some of the hidden corruptions of Parisian life, [this 
novel] unveils them nobly in the interests of that highest 
morality belonging to no one nation and no one sect».29 By 
associating the notion of «the highest morality» with Balzac’s 
crude writing, Collins not only manifested his admiration for 
one of the masters of realism. He also wrote in defence of 
Victorian sensation fiction which was accused of drawing 
inspiration from scandalous French novels. 

Similar arguments were used by Sala in the article The Cant 
of Modern Criticism (1867). In responding to a fierce reviewer, 
Sala deconstructed the assumption that the public’s virtue might 
be damaged by realistic fiction, and claimed that the latter was 
exactly what the Victorians asked to read. «I have no fear, 
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because this is the case, for the stability of British virtue, or for 
the future of the British home» he declared, before remarking 
on the readers’ right to have the literary products they craved 
for: «But meanwhile we men and women who live in the world, 
and have, many of us, lived pretty hard lives too, want novels 
about That which Is, and not about That which never Was and 
never Will be».30 

Sala’s apology was part of a campaign in defence of 
sensationalism launched by Braddon in the years of her 
editorship of the Belgravia magazine. In ways similar to 
Collins, Braddon incorporated some themes and strategies of 
French literature, as witnessed by her adaption of Madame 
Bovary in The Doctor’s Wife (1864). Charged of immorality for 
this and other novels, she strove to define her own idea of 
realism as distinct from the morally oriented approach of 
novelists like Thackeray and Trollope. To this high narrative 
tradition she opposed the genre she had contributed to develop. 
Significantly influenced by French literature, the sensation 
genre used thrilling devices to unmask social evils and, by 
conveying an «honest depiction of reality [...] without the taint 
of idealism», it strove to outdo «the [Victorian] critical darling, 
the realist novel».31  

Like other sensationalists, however, Braddon was also aware 
of some limitations of French realism. Besides expressing some 
doubts about its excesses, she was reluctant to make a public 
endorsement of the very tradition targeted by orthodox critics. 
Her divided attitude is evident in a meta-literary passage of 
Birds of Prey (1867). In this crude novel, which narrates the evil 
deeds of Philip Sheldon, a wealthy financier risen through 
deceit and murder, Braddon uses the voice of her villain to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 G.A. Sala, The Cant of Modern Criticism, «Belgravia», 4 (1867), pp. 

45-55, p. 54.  
31 J. Phegley, Educating the Proper Woman Reader. Victorian Family 

Literary Magazines and the Cultural Health of the Nation, The Ohio State 
University Press, Columbus 2004, p. 147.  
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praise Balzac’s ‘honest’ representation of the world in 
opposition to the hypocrisy of British moralists: 

«That man knows his fellows», he cried, «and is not hypocrite enough 
to conceal his knowledge or to trick out his puppets in the tinsel and 
rags of false sentiment in order that critics and public may cry, “See, 
what noble instincts, what generous impulses, what unbounded 
sympathy for his fellow-creatures this man has!” This Frenchman is 
an artist, and is not afraid to face the difficulties of his art».32 

This quotation proves Braddon’s mixed feelings about 
French realism. The fact that they could attract an arch-villain 
like Sheldon undoubtedly casts a shadow on the supposed 
qualities of Balzac’s art listed in the passage. At the same time 
we cannot avoid noticing the thought-provoking aspects of this 
apology of realism, which remarkably converges with 
Braddon’s literary views. Through a skilful use of metaphors 
and implications, the author conveys here an important meta-
narrative message which, in subdued tones, reveals her 
admiration for some literary experiments conducted across the 
Channel. 

These meta-literary debates and reflections confirm the 
relevance of Anglo-French exchanges during the nineteenth 
century. Especially important for Victorian writers was the 
encounter of foreign and native traditions of realism which, 
though mostly perceived in terms of collision, also came to be 
viewed as a catalyst for literary innovation. Sensation novelists, 
in particular, betrayed a keen interest in such literary 
phenomena. Their search for new forms of realism was in line 
with their curiosity about the cultural dynamics of all contact 
zones which they studied in their many potentialities and 
contradictions. This keen curiosity testifies to the modernity of 
their thinking. Rather than promoting ideals of imagined 
communities, sensationalists were fascinated by fertile areas of 
cultural exchange and, by exploring the struggles and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

32 M.E. Braddon, Birds of Prey. A Novel, Ward, Lock & Tyler, London 
[1868], p. 91.  
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negotiations at work in these areas, started to question concepts 
like ethnicity, race and nationalism. 

 



CHIARA POLLI 
 

OF MULTIMODALITY AND (WHITE)MEN:  
ROBERT CRUMB AND THE CONTACT ZONES OF COMICS 

 
1. Introduction 
 
For a long time, comics have been considered merely a 

disposable form of entertainment and escapism. Nowadays, 
things have certainly changed for the ninth art, especially on 
account of the world-wide recognition of the artistic and socio-
cultural relevance of comic works1 as well as in the light of the 
commercial value of their industry.2 Among the authors who 
contributed to the full acknowledgment of comics as 
independent, dignified form of expression is Robert Crumb, 
considered one of the founding fathers of underground comix. 
Born in the United States in reaction to mainstream comics and 
the rigid censorship which caused the industry’s decline during 
the 1950s,3 underground comix4 flourished between the 1960s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 It suffices to mention the resounding success of Art Spiegelman’s 

graphic novel Maus, which, for the first time in the history of comics, won the 
Pulitzer Prize in 1992. 

2 A joint estimate by Comichron’s John Jackson Miller and ICv2’s Milton 
Griepp calculated that North American comics and graphic novel market 
grew by 5% in 2016, with sales reaching $1.085 billion, thus marking a $55 
million increase over 2015 sales (www.comichron.com/yearlycomicssales/ 
industrywide/2016-industrywide.html, last accessed July 25, 2017). 

3 During the 1950s, in the wake of McCarthyism’s paranoia, comics were 
besieged by the moral crusade fuelled by the psychiatrist Fredric Wertham’s 
Seduction of the Innocent (Rinehart, New York 1954). Following the hearings 
of the Senate Subcomittee on Juvenile Delinquency and so as to prevent a 
national law censoring the whole industry, most comics publishers jointly 
created the oppressive Comics Code Authority in order to ban harmful 
materials. Comics without its seal of approval could not be distributed by 
wholesalers and, as a consequence, the whole production was severely 
impacted in terms of sales and creativity. In this regard, see D. Hajdu, The 
Ten Cent Plague: The Great Comic Book Scare and How it Changed 
America, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York 2008.  
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and 1970s, right in the convergence of political dissent and 
repression, psychedelic drugs use and countercultural 
manifestations. Comix were an expression of the mid-twentieth 
century youth’s call for revolution in the streets and sexual 
freedom, by voicing − and depicting − their refractory attitude 
towards political, religious and social impositions. Though there 
is no general agreement as to when the underground comix 
revolution started, it is in 1968 that Robert Crumb published the 
comics magazine Zap Comix 15 which is unanimously reported 
to have reshaped the comics landscape: as opposed to the 
barrenness of mainstream output, Crumb’s art was 
straightforward, needle-sharp in his satire of American society, 
with no restrain in terms of contents and form. To maintain their 
freedom from the constrictions of censorship, Zap and the other 
comix were sold under the counter, especially in headshops, 
poster and music stores, at concerts and meetings. Accordingly, 
underground authors could restlessly experiment with shocking 
graphics, explicit language, an unrestricted range of topics 
usually addressing the burning issues of the day and an 
idiosyncratic drawing style. Comix exploited the power of 
images as the critical feature of the comics medium and the 
most striking tool to communicate their thoughts, nightmares 
and dreams, defying limitations and compromises. And as their 
art started gaining recognition, the communicative potential of 
the medium became manifest well beyond the underground 
milieu.  

The present paper focuses on a most paradigmatic case from 
Robert Crumb’s colossal production, i.e., Whiteman’s 
adventures: in particular, it enucleates some of the themes and 
figures recurring in Whiteman the first story included in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 M.J. Estren, A History of Underground Comics, Ronin Publishing, 

Berkeley CA 1974; P. Rosenkranz, Rebel Visions: The Underground Comix 
Revolution, 1963-1975, Fantagraphics Books, Seattle 2002; D. Skinn, Comix: 
The Underground Revolution, Thunder’s Mouth Press, New York 2004.  

5 R. Crumb, Zap Comix 1, Apex Novelties, San Francisco 1968.  
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already-mentioned Zap Comix 1,6 and how these very elements 
are reiterated in «Whiteman meets Bigfoot», originally 
published in Home Grown Funnies in January 1971.7 The two 
texts are analysed in the light of the theoretical notion of contact 
zones articulated by Mary Louise Pratt, who defined them as 
«social spaces where cultures, meet, clash and grapple with each 
other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of 
power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they 
are lived out in many parts of the world today».8 This concept is 
employed here in a twofold way. On the formal level, comics 
are seen as the site where two languages, a verbal and a visual 
one, join to create cluster of meanings. In this sense, the case-
study under scrutiny represents a particularly effective example 
of synergic use of images and words, resulting in an elaborate 
and vivid text and a suggestive multimodal architecture to 
examine. In this regard, some methodological considerations 
regarding the tools of analysis precede the actual discussion of 
the case-study and focus on Gunther Kress and Theo van 
Leeuwen’s research on multimodality and Algirdas J. Greimas’ 
study on semantic isotopy. On the content level, the essay 
explores how both stories revolve around the encounter between 
the epitome of the prototypical, white, American, middle-class 
man (his very name being Whiteman) and forms of Otherness,9 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

6 For the present paper, page numbers make reference to the 1988 edition 
included in The Complete Crumb Comics by Fantagraphics. R. Crumb et al. 
The Complete Crumb Comics 4 (1966–1967) – Mr. Sixties!, Fantagraphics, 
Seattle 1988, pp. 105-108.  

7 The original story was published in R. Crumb, Home Grown Funnies, 
Kitchen Sink Press, Northampton 1971. For the present paper, page numbers 
make reference to the 1992 edition included in The Complete Crumb Comics 
by Fantagraphics. R. Crumb et al., The Complete Crumb Comics 8 (1971-72)-
Featuring the Death of Fritz the Cat. Fantagraphics, Seattle 1992, pp. 8-29. 

8 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 33-40.  
9 The concept of Otherness in social sciences and humanities refers to the 

outcomes of a dialogical process in which a dominant group constructs its 
identity as ‘Us’ through a binary opposition to ‘Them’ usually based on the 
stigmatisation of (supposed) differences. ‘Black man’ is thus recruited as the 
Other of ‘white man’ (F. Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, Penguin, 
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just as with the 1950s’ Silent Generation, when the multifaceted 
complex of movements and groups generally falling under the 
umbrella term ‘counterculture’ burst forth. In this respect, the 
contact zone is represented by the satirical narration of a cultural 
clash, with the comics serving as a compelling platform to 
visualise this contrast in black and white.  

 
 
2. Methodological Approaches to Comics 
 
Prior to venturing forth into the analysis of Crumb’s works, 

some methodological considerations should be tackled. On an 
academic level, Comics Studies still represent a fledgling 
discipline, one which encompasses several research fields. In 
his seminal work Apocalittici e Integrati,10 Umberto Eco laid 
the foundations for a study of the language of comics, or rather 
languages of comics, as Daniele Barbieri subsequently argued in 
his homonymous 1991 essay.11 By adopting a Greimasian 
perspective, Jean-Marie Floch12 further explored the 
syncretism13 of comics, i.e., the relationship between verbal and 
visual elements. And this relationship represents the core of the 
medium, its essence. Hence, the very notion of comics entails 
the concept of contact zone among a plurality, a heterogeneous 
mix of codes and signs: motion lines, visual metaphors (or 
pictograms), colours, shapes, formats, lettering, balloons, 
frames and gutters, all these elements take part in the creation of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Harmondsworth 1963) while the Other of ‘man’ is ‘woman’ (S. de Beauvoir, 
The Second Sex, Alfred Knopf, New York 1952). 

10 U. Eco, Apocalittici e Integrati: Comunicazioni di Massa e Teorie della 
Cultura di Massa, Bompiani, Milano 1964. See, in particular, Lettura di 
“Steve Canyon”, Il mito di Superman and Il mondo di Charlie Brown. 

11 D. Barbieri, I Linguaggi del Fumetto, Bompiani, Milano 1991. 
12 J.M. Floch, Une Lecture de “Tintin au Tibet”, PUF, Paris 1997. 
13 Greimas and Courtés defined as syncretic «les sémiotiques qui − tels 

l’opéra ou le cinéma − mettent en œuvre plusieurs langages de mani-
festation». A.J. Greimas, J. Courtés, Dictionnaire Raisonné de la Theorie du 
Langage, Hachette, Paris 1979, p. 375.  
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an independent semiotic system, a meaningful whole amounting 
to far more than the mere sum of its parts. The elemental 
figurative symbology developed by comics (e.g., a light bulb 
turning on above a character’s head indicating a new idea or the 
letter zed indicating sleep, cloud-like bubbles indicating 
thoughts and jagged bubbles indicating screams)14 are part of 
what Eco called «semantica del fumetto»15 (semantics of 
comics) to stress how signifiers convey different meanings 
according to a set of conventions which can only be interpreted 
in relation to the comics code.  

In fact, research on comics often lacked an integrated 
approach, one adequately pointing out the intricate knotwork 
characterising the medium, and rather focused either on verbal 
or visual element analysis. Moreover, deficiencies regarding the 
study of comics with respect to other multimodal media may be 
accounted for by the general disregard of what was considered a 
form of juvenile and disposable publication occupying a 
peripheral position within the literary and the socio-cultural 
system. This posture de facto betrayed a biased conception of 
the medium and overlooked the extent to which images do not 
play a mere ancillary role but are fundamental in the meaning-
making process. The very fact that comics are literature is 
disputable, encumbers the development of Comics Studies as an 
independent discipline and downgrades comics to a lower 
position within the literary canon. The acknowledgement of 
multimodal meaning is a relatively recent achievement, 
concurrent to visual culture’s considerable sway in academic 
research, especially after the consolidation of studies concerning 
media as television and cinema. Kress and van Leeuwen in 
particular developed a method of social semiotic analysis16 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 For an extensive repertoire, see L. Gasca and R. Gubern, El Discurso 

del Cómic, Ediciones Catedra, Madrid 1988. 
15 U. Eco, Apocalittici e Integrati, p. 146. 
16 G. Kress and T. van Leeuwen’s seminal works Reading Images: The 

Grammar of Visual Design, Routledge, London 2006 (1996), and Multimodal 
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based on the idea that human communication is multimodal by 
its nature. In their investigation, they addressed the following  
compositional features participating in visual meaning-making 
process: i) layout, i.e., the distribution of elements in the space 
of the multimodal text (particularly, left-right, top-bottom, and 
centre-margins) and the information value it conveys 
(respectively, given-new, ideal-real, and central-peripheral); ii) 
salience, i.e., an element’s ability to attract attention through 
size, colour, tone, focus, perspective, overlap, repetition and so 
on; iii) framing, i.e., the presence or absence of a frame and 
other devices creating alternatively a sense of detachment and 
inclusion between the picture and the audience.17  

Insofar as the increasing interest in visual communication 
and multimodality marked the shift from investigations on 
language and grammar to graphic-oriented inquiries into comics 
as an «espèce narrative à dominante visuelle»,18 what should be 
further investigated is the relation between the two dominants, 
i.e., the contact zone between equally-important and equally-
signifying codes. Indeed, as stated above, comics’ signification 
process relies on this relation, as it is «the simultaneity of the 
visual and the verbal languages [that] generates the diegesis».19 
Semiotic investigations20 like the already-mentioned work by 
Floch certainly contributed to the development of a framework 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary Communication, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 2001. 

17 G. Kress and T. van Leeuwen, Reading Images, pp. 179-200. 
18 T. Groensteen, Système de la Bande Dessinée, PUF, Paris 1999, p. 14. 
19 N. Celotti, The Translator of Comics as a Semiotic Investigator, in F. 

Zanettin (ed.), Comics in Translation, St. Jerome Publishing, Manchester 
2008, p. 34 

20 In addition to the already-mentioned work, see also P. Fresnault-
Deruelle, La bande dessinée, essai d’analyse sémiotique, Hachette, Paris 
1972; B. Peeters, Case, plache, récit, Casterman, Tournai 1991. Among the 
seminal works on comics, two further books written by cartoonists should be 
included: W. Eisner, Comics & Sequential Art. Poorhouse Press, Tamarac 
1985; S. McCloud, Understanding Comics. The invisible art, Tundra 
Publishing, Northampton 1993. 
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of analysis which thoroughly encompasses the emergence of 
sense through both images and words. Moreover, though its 
potential remains still largely unexplored in the field of comics 
studies, isotopic analysis21 may provide useful tools for the 
integrated study of such hybrid texts as comics. Isotopies serve 
as gravitational centres, or maps, guiding readers in the coherent 
interpretation of texts, which may require a multiple-level 
reading, especially in the case of syncretic texts like comics. 
Isotopies do not focus solely on single terms, but on the whole 
discourse, its figures (actors, time, space) and their 
thematisation, also establishing a hierarchy between the totality 
of all isotopies which structure the text.22 Indeed, multiple 
isotopies cohabit the text and, to make things even more 
complicated, polysemic terms (called shifters or embrayeurs) 
participate in different isotopies. Therefore, quantitative and 
qualitative evaluations are required to establish the hermeneutic 
value of isotopies and hierarchically order them. Isotopic 
analysis focuses on semic elements and the relationships of 
coherence among them that constitutes the deep semantic 
structure of texts.23 While Greimas focused on verbal language 
for his study, a similar approach may be adopted to the 
languages of comics, in which images, onomatopoeias and 
graphic conventions also participate in the creation of isotopies.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 The notion of isotopy was first employed by A.J. Greimas in his 

Sémantique Structurale: Recherche de méthode (Libraire Larousse, Paris 
1966). In the essay Eléments pour une théorie de l’interprétation du récit 
mythique («Communications», 8 [1966], p. 30), he defined isotopy as the 
«ensemble redondant de catégories sémantiques qui rend possible la lecture 
uniforme du récit telle qu'elle résulte des lectures partielles des énoncés et la 
réalisation de leurs ambiguïtés, qui est guidée par la recherche de la lecture 
unique». A thorough bibliographical account on the topic may be found in P. 
Pugliatti and R. Zacchi, Terribilia meditans. La coerenza del monologo 
interiore in “Ulysses”, Il Mulino, Bologna 1983. 

22 D. Bertrand, Basi di semiotica letteraria, Meltemi, Roma 2002, p. 263. 
23 T.A. van Dijk, Aspects d’une Théorie Générative du Texte Poétique, in 

A.J. Greimas (ed.), Essais de Sémiotique Poétique, Larousse, Paris 1972, pp. 
180-206. 
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3. Stories of Civilisation in Crisis  
 
The present case-study investigates the adventures of 

Whiteman, one of Crumb’s most famous characters, portrayed 
as the prototypical American middle-class businessman: tired 
and frustrated, surrounded by an aura of greyness and pressed 
under the weight of family and job-related duties, bills, road 
congestion and, above all, the constant need to keep up 
appearances. It was argued that Whiteman’s character was 
originally inspired by Crumb’s own father,24 which relates to the 
generational gap characterising the Sixties, when young Baby 
Boomers rejected their parents’ lifestyle, values and political 
views. However, Crumb’s discourse couched the problem not 
only in terms of Young versus Old: no longer perceived as ‘the 
land of the free and the home of the brave’, America and its 
society as a whole were ridiculed for their inconsistencies and 
the oppressive system of conventions and norms which 
produced a nation of repressed, spineless individuals. In 
developing the character, Crumb is influenced by the success of 
Freudian theories among countercultural artists and activists. In 
their understanding, the Establishment was grounded on the 
suffocation of natural instincts with discipline and rules, a 
Faustian compromise in which civilisation could only be 
achieved through the loss of freedom.25 This idea had already 
been debated and developed by such philosophers as Thomas 
Hobbes26 and Jean-Jacques Rousseau,27 though Freud further 
advocated that primordial impulses can only be tamed and never 
completely eradicated. According to Freud, much like steam in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 D.K. Holm, Robert Crumb, Pocket Essentials, Harpenden 2005, p. 75.  
25 S. Freud, Repression, in P. Gay (ed), The Freud Reader, Vintage, 

London 1995. 
26 T. Hobbes, R. Tuck (eds.), Leviathan, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge 1991 (1651). 
27 J.J. Rousseau, V. Gourevitch (ed. and trans.), The Social Contract or 

Principles of Political Right, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1997 
(1762). 
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a pressure cooker, repressed urges build up and fester to the 
point of causing a nervous breakdown, hysteria or 
aggressiveness. And this is the central theme in Whiteman’s 
adventures. Indeed, Crumb never hid his ‘bad blood’ towards 
such forms of order and civilisation as those endorsed by his 
country: 

I hate most of what passes for civilization. I hate the modern world. 
For one thing there are just too goddamn many people. I hate the 
hordes, the crowds in their vast cities, with all their hateful vehicles, 
their noise, their constant meaningless comings and goings. I hate 
cars. I hate modern architecture. Every building built after 1955 
should be torn down! I despise modern popular music. Words cannot 
express how much it gets on my nerves—the false, pretentious, smug 
assertiveness of it. I hate business, having to deal with money. Money 
is one of the most hateful inventions of the human race. I hate the 
commodity culture, in which everything is bought and sold. No stone 
is left unturned. I hate the mass media, and how passively people suck 
it up. […] I hate all the vacuous, false, banal conversation that goes on 
among people. Sometimes I feel suffocated. I want to flee from it. For 
me, to be human is, for the most part, to hate what I am. When I 
suddenly realize that I am one of them, I want to scream in horror.28 

Crumb’s repulsion towards the lifestyle blatantly 
championed by the United States pours out in Whiteman’s 
twofold conflict, which represents a leitmotif in his adventures: 
on the one hand, the struggle within himself, torn between his 
depressed existence in the ‘square’ society and his repressed 
primordial desires; on the other hand, the encounter between 
Whiteman, as an epitome of such ‘square’ society, and the 
outsiders, those who cannot fit the WASP canon of adequacy. In 
this, the comic medium provided the adequate platform to 
develop such a multifaceted narration.   

Frames and page layout are rather conventional in these 
stories. In particular, the first one largely relies on the regularity 
in page construction to narrate the ambivalence within the 
character. Indeed, Whiteman is a four-page story developed in a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

28 From The Litany of Hate, in R. Crumb, P. Poplaski, The R. Crumb 
Handbook, MQ. Publications Ltd., London 2005, p. 386. 
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well-ordered grid of framed, almost same-sized panels, which 
somehow reflects the rigidity of Whiteman’s mindset. The only 
exception is the very first panel which covers a third of the page 
(including the title) and is unframed. The panel thus serves as an 
introduction to the character, with captions explaining how 
«Poor ol’ Whiteman is on the verge of a nervous breakdown! 
He’s a real product of the great depression!» and prompting 
how his story is actually «[a] story of civilization in crisis». In 
the panel, Crumb inserted several figures which participate in 
the description of Whiteman’s crisis: his posture is hunchbacked 
and weary as he walks with difficulty and drenched in sweat; a 
mouse (a clear reference to Disney’s Mickey Mouse, considered 
a symbol of mainstream, bourgeois comics by underground 
cartoonists) is running ahead of him while jeering; in a road 
packed with cars and noisy traffic sounds («beep», «honk», 
«speech»), a bus displaying the sign «graylife tour» can be seen, 
with people taking photographs of Whiteman from its windows; 
finally, the background of Whiteman’s exhausted walk is 
completed by a road sign with the writing «keep a tight asshole» 
and a hand coming out of the manhole cover. Captions, signs, 
and all visual elements partaking in the panel construction are 
figures which may be thematised according to the isotopy of 
frustration. But this is only one of Whiteman’s faces, and only 
one of the isotopies featured in the text. Indeed, though 
Whiteman has to keep up with the expectations of society − the 
caption in the following panel ironically states «Whiteman 
always keeps hair in place» − readers are also confronted with 
the twist personality of the character, alternatively seen as 
distressed, flaunting or on the verge of giving in to his wild side.  

Readers are guided into Whiteman’s mind by three dominant 
isotopies, which may fall under the labels of Eros, Americanism 
– the latter being disjunctive with respect to the former – and 
Thanatos. A rather compelling example regarding Eros is 
provided by the last panels on page 105. These panels use a 
zoom technique, with readers getting close-ups on Whiteman’s 
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face as he starts revealing his true colours. Whiteman adopts an 
aggressive pose, his hair being no longer in place and his outfit 
dishevelled, and breaks his glasses with a hand, showing how 
his rationality gives in to brute force. The balloon illustrates the 
transformation occurring: «My real self deep down inside… the 
raging lustful beast that craves only one thing!». In the final 
close-up, his hidden desire is revealed: Whiteman is seen with 
an open, salivating mouth which resembles the jaws of a 
ravenous animal (accompanied by the onomatopoeias «slurp» 
and «drool») and craving eyes. On the bottom of the panel, three 
small balloons «I’m virile», «I read playboy», and «I’m 
badass», pop up from Whiteman’s jaws, while, on the top, the 
writing «Sex!» floats above his forehead with a super-sized 
font: in this case, the word acquires graphic substance and, on a 
visual level, it is the most salient element of the page. As these 
element hint, sexuality and virility are associated to the 
classemes29 of beastliness and aggressiveness, which are 
verbally and visually reiterated throughout the panels. Crumb’s 
satire here exploits the simplistic dichotomy between sexual 
abstinence-civilisation and sexual freedom-animality, upon 
which much of America’s Puritan moralism was grounded. For 
this reason, on page 106, Whiteman appeals to his American 
pedigree to «get a grip» on himself, as he is «a grown man! An 
intelligent adult! With responsibilities!». While the American 
flag waves behind him with the White House in the background, 
he proudly states: «I’m an American!», with his nationality 
highlighted by a different font. «A citizen of the United States!» 
he continues in the following panel, and, as he walks with 
confidence − back straight, chin up, chest out − some military 
aircraft whizz in the sky. Indeed, those were the years of the 
Vietnam War, in which patriotism, militarism and the unbowed 
WWII heroes were glorified. The ‘true American’ imagery often 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 Classemes are the variable, contextual and generic meaning units which 

build up isotopies. See A.J. Greimas, Structural Semantics: An Attempt at a 
Method, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln 1983, pp. 50-60. 
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took the form of aggressive machismo, as illustrated by 
Whiteman fiercely bumping chest against chest with another 
WASP and crying out: «A real hard charger! Step aside, 
buddy!». Interestingly, the classeme of aggressiveness, 
characterising Whiteman as a wild beast, is also reiterated in 
these scenes (through the posture, the attitude and the war 
aircrafts) and thus results to be the dominant feature defining 
Americanism as well. However, this is just a façade: the 
aggressiveness covers his repression, the strictness amounts to a 
means to preserve his fragile order: «I must maintain this rigid 
position or all is lost!», he confesses to the readers gazing 
directly at them. The price to pay, once again, is a life of 
frustration and, in this case, physical pain: «Whew! This is hard 
work! Believe me! I get head-aches! My bowels refuse to 
function… guts are on fire… indigestion… heartburn…». Page 
121 ends with the same exhausted pose Whiteman assumed in 
the first panel. 

Page 107 opens up with another symbol of the modern 
western society: Whiteman’s rumbling car. However, the traffic 
jam Whiteman is stuck in soon causes his self-control to waver 
again, awakening «illicite desires» and «forbidden passion»: 
Whiteman’s repressed violence explodes in the fifth (and 
central) panel of the page, where he displays a furious 
expression and gnashing teeth. Just as in the previous case, the 
word «Kill» appears above his head with a jarred font, 
occupying the central and most salient position in the page. Four 
small balloons come out of his mouth: «destroy», «cut», «slice», 
«maim». This time, the outburst of violence is quenched with a 
few drinks, but the fatal disruption of his equilibrium soon 
breaks in. Indeed, as soon as Whiteman hears music from a 
parade,30 he is faced with his direct antithesis, the «niggers». 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Robert Crumb, a music player himself, has always reserved a special 

place for black music in his works, where jazz and blues symbolise the 
freedom from restraints, the wildness of human nature. Collected music-
related stories can be found in R. Crumb Draws the Blues, Last Gasp, San 
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His first reaction is determined by another primordial impulse, 
«Fear» − the word being written in a wavering handwriting – 
since he is forced to engage with something he did not foresee 
in his self-centred path, i.e., Otherness. The background of page 
108 even changes from white to black, with Whiteman’s 
counterparts camouflaging in the darkness of the night. As the 
protagonist tries to escape in shame and fright, the black figures 
try to pull his pants down and laugh at him, who, seeking the 
empathy of readers, asks: «How could they do this to me… I’m 
Whiteman!». In the central panel, two of the black men answer 
to his question saying: «You jis’ a NIGGER like evva body 
else!» and «No more! No lesse, mutha!»; they subsequently try 
to establish a connection with Whiteman through music: «Be 
cool dad! Liss’n! Hear dat laughing’ and singin’ comin’ down 
de street?»; «C’mon nigger! Yo’ got music in yo’soul! 
Remember?»; «Hey c’mon! we’s all joinin’ th’ parade!»; «Ah 
got’s happy feet!». This passage is fundamental to understand 
the author’s poetics. Crumb’s art is definitely not politically 
correct and glides on the knife-edge between satire and insult. 
When misunderstood, it was even labelled as racist and 
offensive. In “Whiteman”, for instance, black characters may 
appear as racist caricatures on account of such features as big, 
round noses, jiggly eyes, exaggerated lips, and bright, white 
smiles. However, Crumb is actually satirising the infamous 
‘blackface’ iconography white people have used since the 
nineteenth century, first as a theatrical make-up, then in film, 
cartoons, advertising and logos, thus contributing to the spread 
of racial stereotypes.  The choice to use ‘blackface’31 serves the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Francisco 1995, while his trading card sets of early blues, jazz and country 
were collected in R. Crumb’s Heroes of Blues, Jazz & Country, Abrams 
Books, New York 2006. 

31 Other comics by the same author resumed this trope, particularly in the 
adventures of his controversial character Angelfood McSpade, appeared for 
the first time in the underground paper Yarrowstalks 2 in July 1967. See R. 
Crumb, Hey Boparee Bop, «Yarrowstalks 2» (July 1967), Yarrowstalks, 
Philadelphia 1967. 
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purpose of providing a satirical look at how Whiteman, and 
society at large, would portray black people as identical, 
caricature-like figures, deprived of any distinctive facial feature 
and, by extension, of their own identity as individuals. The core 
of Crumb’s invective against this viewpoint lies precisely in the 
exclamation «You jis’ a NIGGER like evva body else!» 
positioned in the most salient position of the page. Ironically, 
these words clash with Whiteman’s belief to stand out and 
above the undifferentiated parade of black people. Ultimately, 
his construction of Otherness crumbles under the realisation that 
he is just like ‘them’ ‒ «No more! No lesse, mutha!» ‒ or better 
said, that no Us-Them dichotomy has ever existed.  

Eventually, Whiteman’s first adventure has an open ending 
with the parade leaving as he asks himself (and his readers) 
whether he should «join the parade» or not. More resolute is his 
position in Whiteman meets Bigfoot, in which his commitment 
to the ‘square’ world is challenged by the encounter with Yetti. 
The storyline revolves around the meeting between the 
dichotomic worldview the two characters embody: feminine 
versus masculine, wildness versus civilisation, freedom versus 
social constraints, sexual disinhibition versus (self-) repression. 
The dualism between Whiteman/Civilisation and 
BigFoot/Beastliness is evident starting from the title: 
«Whiteman» is written with a car-logo font which recalls the 
Winnebago Renegade he is driving in the first panel (the letter 
W in the car body stands for both the logo and the character’s 
initial), whereas «Bigfoot» is written with a graphic font 
reproducing Yetti’s fly-covered, malodorous, hairy skin. By 
looking over the reiteration of the isotopies pinpointed in the 
previous story, the recurring presence of the same figures is 
evident since the first pages. In the same rigidly ordered grid of 
panels, readers encounter a frustrated Whiteman, still stuck in 
the traffic, overwhelmed by the stressful obligations of his 
bourgeois life and unfulfilled with his family and job. His wife 
and children are perfectly integrated within civilised society, the 
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former serving as a constant reminder of Whiteman’s duties, the 
latter preferring television and commodities to the camp 
organised by their parents. Ultimately, the whole family 
condition recalls Marx’s concept of commodity fetishism,32 
much appreciated by countercultural authors who believed that 
consumerism had commodified social relationships and values. 
And, indeed, job, bills and cars are the only topics of 
conversation between the couple. On page 10, Bigfoot’s 
kidnapping of Whiteman forcefully breaks this vicious circle 
and Whiteman is thrown again into the domain of Otherness, 
where the impulses he strives to suppress are freely displayed. 
Just as Whiteman presented himself as a «raging lustful beast» 
in the previous comics, the classeme of beastliness is here 
associated to Yetti, who is addressed as «mountainous hairy 
ape-like cretinous beast», with a «musky animal odor», «all 
furry» (page 15), «monster» (page 20), «strange creature» (page 
23), and again «beast», «stunt» and «ape» (page 29).  

As a beast not abiding to the Faustian civilisation-repression 
compromise, she is free to live in a state of nature, with no 
restrain to her primordial instincts especially from a sexual point 
of view. The civilised world, however, constantly tries to 
impose its supremacy over wildness: Whiteman is the first to 
take advantage of her while she sleeps (pages 15-16); his 
attempt to go back to the civilised world with her results in Yetti 
being beaten, threatened with guns, tethered and ultimately 
captured and sent to a laboratory (pages 19-21); once free again, 
Whiteman tries to disguise Yetti, making her wear human 
clothes and a wig − and even in this case he utters «I had to hunt 
all over the city t’get you some clothes!!» (page 26) where 
‘hunt’ is semantically invested by the isotopy of wildness – and, 
as they walk on the street, passers-by do not refrain from 
making sexual comments (page 27). Yetti is constantly treated 
either as an animal or as an object of desire and violence by 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

32 The notion was first developed in K. Marx, Capital. Volume 1: The 
Process of Production of Capital, Penguin Books, London 1990 (1867). 
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those very phonies who, according to underground artists, 
hypocritically set themselves up as the guardians of the moral 
order. The Eros and Thanatos opposition which was hold off in 
the first adventure is seen into action in the second one as a 
form of ‘domestication’ of wildness and beastliness. And 
aggressiveness, generally attributed to savage beasts, once again 
defines American civilised men. All in all, however, Yetti 
remains unbound: her primitive force overpowers the cages of 
modern society and enraptures Whiteman. This is figuratively 
exemplified in a compelling set of panels on page 29, when she 
destroys Whiteman’s precious Winnebago Renegade, after he 
tries to push her inside to find a hiding place. In the end, if in 
Zap’s story Whiteman is unsure as to whether stay on the 
straight and narrow or abandon himself to the carnivalesque 
elation of the black parade, in Whiteman meets Bigfoot he 
decides to return to the forest and give free rein to his desires, 
adopting the ‘hippie’ looks he was mocked for once returned in 
the straight world, after the first kidnapping (page 21). Thus, in 
front of the crisis of the American civilisation, the ending 
narrates the very rejection of society counterculture purported. 
Indeed, Theodore Roszak33 opposed the notion of technocracy, 
charged of corrupting modern society, to an idea of cultural 
revolution starting from the abandonment of WASP values as a 
whole with the aim of recovering the bond with nature and 
among humans. As maintained by Charles Reich, the revolution 
advocated during the Sixties promised «a higher reason, a more 
human community, and a new and liberated individual. Its 
ultimate creation will be a new and enduring wholeness and 
beauty — a renewed relationship of man to himself, to other 
men, to society, to nature, and to the land».34 Crumb’s poetics is 
deeply embedded in this anarchist, environmental and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 T. Roszak, The Making of a CounterCulture: Reflections on the 

Technocratic Society, Doubleday, Garden City 1969. 
34 C. Reich, The Greening of America, Random House, New York 1970, 

p. 3. 
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emancipatory discourse and the exploration of the contact zone 
between white men and their counterparts − black, feminine, 
uncivilised − represents a leitmotif in his production. In this 
sense, both stories may be considered the epitome of Crumb’s 
recurring themes and tropes, e.g., the dialectics between 
opposed worldviews, the fondness for black music, the fantasy 
of the big female or, using Crumb’s words, «the lusty Amazon 
sex goddess who lives naked in the jungle».35  

 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
Drawing on Pratt’s theory, Whiteman’s comics can be seen 

as the narration of a contact zone in an historical period when 
identities and paradigms were being renegotiated: the American 
social system was no longer seen as the best possible one; the 
WASP canon was jeopardised by the claims of increasingly 
pugnacious minority groups; family and job-oriented lifestyles 
were no longer the targets of younger generations. Positioned on 
the fringes of dominant cultural manifestations, hybrid by their 
very nature, difficult to be caged into rigid critical frameworks, 
comics ultimately served the purpose of narrating this 
multifaceted transformation with utmost poignancy and 
strength. Indeed, images have the power to suggest new 
emotional contexts, amplify semantic links produced by verbal 
narrations, make texts more incisive and recreate possible 
worlds with great vividness, often reaching effects of 
communicativeness and engagement that verbal language alone 
cannot aspire to. And this represents the second contact zone 
investigated here, one which characterises the medium and 
whose panoply of outcomes may well be the lifeblood to the 
florescent field of Comics Studies. My enquiry aimed to shed 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 A Joint Interview with R. Crumb and Aline Kominsky-Crumb. Interview 

with B.N. Duncan in D.K. Holms (ed.), R. Crumb: Conversations, University 
Press of Mississippi, Jackson 2004, p. 121. 
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new light on the topic by developing a framework of analysis 
which combines multimodal tools and semantic isotopies. In 
particular, isotopies serve as guidelines to the hermeneutic 
process by thematising the manifold contact zone between 
Whiteman and Otherness, in which Crumb’s irony emerges with 
all his sharpness. Whiteman is supposed to live the so-called 
American Dream, in a country which self-proclaimed itself as a 
beacon of freedom and a land of virtually endless possibilities. 
Nonetheless, the isotopic path highlighted in both stories 
suggests how he actually is a self-repressed and frustrated 
individual. The price to pay for the apparent freedom America 
granted him is the censorship of his inner self and, indeed, 
readers soon learn how, behind his ‘true American’ façade, 
Whiteman’s true colours are hidden: lust and violence, Eros and 
Thanatos, are the actual dominant isotopies of the two 
narratives. Conversely, Otherness, in the form of blackness and 
wildness, is abhorred and marginalised by the dominant society, 
either imprisoned in the stereotyping labels of ‘nigger’, ‘beast’, 
‘monster’ or in an authentic cage in the case of Yetti. The very 
concept of Otherness is a ‘square-world’ construct which is 
rejected by the two categories supposedly antagonising 
Whiteman («You jis’ a NIGGER like evva body else!»). In spite 
of such labels and cages, as well as of all the violence the 
‘civilised’ world tries to exert against those who refuse to 
submit to its set of conventions and rules, both forms of 
Otherness ultimately display the inner freedom Whiteman longs 
for. This represents the challenge to (self-)censorship Crumb 
embedded into his satire: in opposition to sexual inhibition, 
social impositions and all the constraints of the dominant 
culture, other forms of counter-culture are arising from the 
margins. And Whiteman himself, in the attempt to grasp some 
glimpse of freedom, renounces to the American Dream in the 
end.  

In the light of such multi-layered levels of reading of this 
type of narratives, an ‘all-inclusive’ tool like isotopy certainly 
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helps disentangle these interactions. Additional studies are 
certainly needed on the applicability of isotopies in the study of 
satire and irony. What is left to wonder is whether further 
insights will hopefully «join the parade». Quoting Whiteman 
one last time: «Oh, eventually». 
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TRANSFORMATIVE TOUCHES IN TUNIS:  
IMAGINARY CONTACT ZONES IN TWO EARLY MODERN ENGLISH 

‘TURK’ PLAYS 
 
1. Contact Zones and Acts of Touching in the ‘Turk’ Plays  
 
The concept of the ‘contact zone’, first articulated by Mary 

Louise Pratt,1 has not been extensively used in early modern 
literary studies.2 This essay aims to test if the framework it 
provides can profitably cast a light on the representation of the 
multicultural life in Mediterranean cities as staged in early 
modern English ‘Turk’ plays. The definition of ‘Turk’ plays is 
still uncertain, but what has come to the fore in recent 
scholarship is that these plays, centred on the representation of 
Islam in the Ottoman Empire, constitute both a coherent and a 
very popular genre, one that evolved across decades. I will 
focus on two plays, Robert Daborne’s tragedy A Christian 
Turned Turk (1609-1612) and Philip Massinger’s tragicomedy 
The Renegado (1624).3 The latter has been described as a 
rewriting of the former:4 although they have different sources 
and narratives, they share key themes concerning the conversion 
of Christians to Islam. Both plays are set in Tunis, where «[a] 
confluence of all nations / Are met together» (The Renegado 
1.2.111-112).  

                                                
1 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 33-40. 
2 The only important exception is J.G. Singh (ed.), A Companion to the 

Global Renaissance: English Literature and Culture in the Era of Expansion, 
Wiley Blackwell, Chichester 2009, cfr. the Introduction.   

3 The editions used throughout the paper refer to, respectively, D. Vitkus, 
Three Turk Plays from Early Modern England: Selimus, A Christian Turned 
Turk, and The Renegado, Columbia University Press, New York 2000, and 
M. Neill (ed.), The Renegado by Philip Massinger, Methuen, London 2010. 
Quotations will be found parenthetically in the body of the text.   

4 D. Vitkus, Three Turk Plays, p. 43.  
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These dramatic Tunises, peopled by Muslim, Jewish, 
Catholic, and Protestant characters, can be described as ‘contact 
zones’, provided one acknowledges that they are a Jacobean 
English construct. However, the foundational study on ‘Turk’ 
plays, Daniel Vitkus’s Turning Turk: English Theater and the 
Multicultural Mediterranean, 1570-1630 (2003), fittingly links 
these plays with Pratt’s concept of the contact zone, but 
emphasises a crucial difference. The cultural history of the early 
modern Mediterranean is so ambivalent and overdetermined 
that:  

The Mediterranean littoral formed an extensive network of ‘contact 
zones’, but not of the colonial variety described by Mary Louise Pratt 
[since it was a world] comprehended through residual history and 
contemporary cross-cultural encounters, not in terms of East-versus-
West or colonizer-versus-colonized, but as a complex and unstable 
meeting ground for divergent cultural and religious groups.5 

Of course, the English perception and representation of this 
network of cultural zones was in no way neutral and was fraught 
with appropriations, misperceptions, and stereotypes. 

While detailed studies on the portrayal of Turks in early 
modern English drama have been flourishing,6 this essay wishes 
to investigate the plays from a specific point of view, 
juxtaposing the literary representation of contact zones with 
insights drawn from historical phenomenology:7 the term 
‘contact zone’ can be connected with the sense of touch. The 
                                                

5 D. Vitkus, Turning Turk: English Theater and the Multicultural Medi-
terranean, 1570-1630, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke and New York 2003, 
pp. 7-8. See also B. Fuchs, Mimesis and Empire: The New World, Islam, and 
European Identities, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2001. 

6 See, for example, ibidem; L. McJannet, Early Modern English Drama 
and the Islamic World. Islam and English Drama: A Critical History, «Early 
Theatre», 12 (2009), 2, pp. 183-193; R. Hertel, S.L. Müller, and S. Schülting 
(eds.), Early Modern Encounters with the Islamic East: Performing Cultures, 
Ashgate, Burlington and Farnham 2012.  

7 See B.R. Smith, The Key of Green: Passion and Perception in Renaissance 
Culture, University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London 2009; Id., 
Phenomenal Shakespeare, Wiley Blackwell, Chichester 2010. 



Transformative Touches in Tunis 

 

203 

sexual, mercantile, and ethno-religious exchanges involving acts 
of touching that are either staged or evoked in the plays can be 
explored through early modern perspectives on tactile 
experience.  

In the Renaissance, touch was regarded as the most ‘bodily’ 
of the senses.8 Because of its direct materiality, touch could 
most powerfully affect and transform the persons involved in 
the perceptual experience, because, following the predominant 
phenomenological discourse of humouralism, the body is 
marked by permeability and porosity. Pre-Cartesian passions 
crossed physiology and psychology: they were thought to 
«comprise […] an ecology or a transaction».9 It is common to 
note that touch was not generally considered one of the higher 
senses according to the Platonic hierarchy, but we should 
remember that, for many early modern individuals, the very 
sense of sight could have a tactile quality, since light was made 
up of physical matter: thus, «spectatorship was itself a form of 
bodily contact».10 The tactile transaction could thus affect the 
other senses, as well, and this had important implications. 
«[P]roblems raised by touch epitomized the deepest and most 
productive ambivalences of the age»,11 including the epistemic 
reliability of the senses, the distinction between body and soul, 
and the appropriate ways of divine worship.  

The contact with the Other could activate cultural fears as 
well as desires, and produce knowledge. It may be not 
coincidental that the texts of the period dealing with this theme 

                                                
8 See J. Moshenska, Feeling Pleasures: The Sense of Touch in Renaissance 

England, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2014; and also E.D. Hurley (ed.), 
Sensible Flesh: On Touch in Early Modern Culture, University of Pennsylvania 
Press, Philadelphia 2003.  

9 M. Floyd-Wilson, G.K. Paster, and K. Rowe (eds.), Reading the Early 
Modern Passions: Essays in the Cultural History of Emotion, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia 2004, p. 18. 

10 E.T. Lin, Shakespeare and the Materiality of Performance, Palgrave 
Macmillan, Basingstoke and New York 2012, p. 57. 

11 J. Moshenska, Feeling Pleasures, p.  3. 
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are replete with sections introduced by the preposition 
«touching» (e.g. «touching the things of the Turk»;12 «touching 
the Turk»;13 «touching their sect»;14 etc.), as if this preposition 
reinforced those embodied exchanges. This suggestion can be 
further bolstered considering that, in the early modern period, 
«ethnic identities could be understood as fluid»,15 although the 
seeds of the later racial classifications were already germinating. 
Joining this conceptual framework with the aforementioned 
epistemic discourses, it follows that not only could acts of 
physical and metaphorical touching give rise to anxieties of 
miscegenation, but were also thought to have an actual 
transformative, hybridising power.  

The Turkish ‘identity’, in particular, was seen as highly 
unstable and hybrid per se: being a Turk in early modern texts 
could entail anything from being a Muslim to a vaguely defined 
heretic or even polytheist; from a desert wanderer to a 
sophisticated imperialist; from an Arab to a person from 
Turkey. Religion, place of origin, politics, and economics were 
mixed and did not produce a single image, in contrast with the 
definition of a series of stage stereotypes, such as the 
irrationally inhuman, bombastic ‘raging Turk’,16 the lustful 

                                                
12 G.F. Nott (ed.), Sir Thomas Wyatt to Cromwell, Lord Privy Seal, in The 

Works of Henry Howard Earl of Surrey and of Sir Thomas Wyatt the Elder, 
Bensley, London 1816, 2 vols., II, p. 419. 

13 J. Gairdner (ed.), Henry VIII to Ghinucci, Benet, and Casale, in Letters 
and Papers, Foreign and Domestic […], H.M. Stationery Office, London 
1965, p. 376. 

14 R. Brown (ed.), The History and Description of Africa by Leo 
Africanus, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1896, p. 1013. 

15 A. Loomba, “Delicious Traffick”: Racial and Religious Differences on 
Early Modern Stages, in C.M.S. Alexander and S. Wells (eds.), Shakespeare 
and Race, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2000, p.  203.  

16 J.E. Slotkin, “Now will I be a Turke”: Performing Ottoman Identity in 
Thomas Goffe’s The Courageous Turk, «Early Theatre», 12 (2009), 2, pp. 
222-235. This stage stereotype has been shown to have a mixed origin, both 
from Marlowe’s portrayal of Bajazet in Tamburlaine and from Herod’s rage 
in medieval drama: see L. McJannet, The Sultan Speaks: Dialogue in English 
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sultan with his harem, the virgin slave eagerly awaiting 
conversion, etc.   

Humoural exchanges with the Turks were both dreaded and a 
cause of titillation. The fascination for this different culture 
coexisted with active mercantile relationships with the 
Ottomans and fears for their tremendous military and economic 
power. The cities of Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli contained large 
communities of English renegades, who, for various reasons, 
had converted to Islam and managed to live in prosperity, to the 
amazement of their former compatriots. Their exploits were 
sung in ballads and reprimanded in pamphlets; their piratical 
adventures gripped the English imagination, as did the sexual 
liberties they supposedly enjoyed. Interestingly, one way of 
describing renegades in the plays is seeing them as abject and 
toxic individuals, whose very sight and name are poisonous 
(«His name / Is poison to me», The Renegado, 1.1.107-108).17 
At the same time, they are especially prone to sensuality, be it 
greedily mercantile or directly sexual (see John Rawlins’s 
narrative: renegades «never knew any god but their own lusts 
and pleasures»18). Indeed, «to “turn Turk” carried a sexual 
connotation»19 that could extend from adultery to sodomy. 
Religious conversion implied a transformation of one’s ethnicity 
and of one’s self,20 the reversibility of which was contested. 
                                                                                                 
Plays and Histories about the Ottoman Turks, Palgrave Macmillan, New 
York 2006, esp. pp. 64-89.     

17 Admittedly, Vitelli’s exclamation is dictated by personal hatred: the 
renegado, Grimaldi, has kidnapped his sister as well as desecrated the 
Eucharist; see below. 

18 J. Rawlins, The Famous and Wonderful Recovery of Ship of Bristol 
called the Exchange, from the Turkish Pirates of Argier, N. Butter, London 
1622, p. 255 (retrieved from EEBO, 05.10.2017). On renegades, see N.I. 
Matar, The Renegade in English Seventeenth-Century Imagination, «SEL 
1500-1900», 33 (1993), 3, pp. 489-505. 

19 D. Vitkus, Turning Turk, p. 88. 
20 See J. Burton, Traffic and Turning: Islam and English Drama, 1579-

1624, University of Delaware Press, Newark 2005; J.H. Degenhardt, Islamic 
Conversion and Christian Resistance on the Early Modern Stage, Edinburgh 
University Press, Edinburgh 2010; and S. Ditchfield and H. Smith (eds.), 
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‘Turk’ plays explore the figures of the renegades and often end 
with a divinely-sanctioned providential catastrophe. On the 
other hand, mercantile, religious, and sexual exchanges – all 
processed through the sense of touch – complicate dualisms in 
‘contact zones’ and are often indissolubly interrelated in the 
dramatic texts.  

 
 
2. Sensual Conversion in A Christian Turned Turk 
 
Agar, the wife of the converted Jew Benwash, poses an 

interesting question when told that the English pirate Ward, the 
play’s protagonist, lately arrived in Tunis, is «a reasonably 
handsome man of a Christian» (Scene 6, 7-8). She asks: «Doth 
religion move anything in the shapes of men?» (9). A servant, 
Rabshake, replies: «Altogether!» (10), and describes the 
stereotypical physical traits of Jews and Turks («gouty legs and 
fiery nose», 10) and Puritans («upright calf and clean nostril», 
10-11). This is only a half-joking remark, since, in the early 
modern period, the boundary between ethnicity (itself seen as 
fluid) and religion was perceived as peculiarly labile. ‘Turk’ 
plays are centred on the definition of the foreign Other to define 
one’s Englishness ex negativo. Just as the theme of piracy could 
interrogate English patriotic feeling concerning their naval 
prowess,21 so binary categories are repeatedly challenged in this 
dramatic corpus. For instance, Benwash is a Jew who has 
converted to Islam, but he is labelled as a «renegado Jew» 
(Scene 5, 37). He has then a liminal status: is he both a Jew and 
a Muslim, or neither? 

More than many other plays belonging to the genre, A 
Christian Turned Turk does not simply pit Christians against 

                                                                                                 
Conversions: Gender and Religious Change in Early Modern Europe, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester 2017. 

21 See C. Jowitt, The Culture of Piracy, 1580–1630: English Literature 
and Seaborne Crime, Ashgate, Burlington and Farnham 2010. 
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Muslims, but also engages with clashes among Christians 
themselves, Jews, and renegades. A few examples can serve to 
indicate the range of ethnic and religious identities found in the 
play. Rabshake plays to the British public when he says that he 
would never convert to Christianity because «[t]hey have Jew 
enough already amongst ’em» (Scene 6, 16-17). The English 
officer Gallop is described by Rabshake as «a mere goat – look 
on his beard else» (Scene 16, 68): this seems ironic, because 
goats, known for their lechery, had been associated with Jews in 
Europe since the Middle Ages.22 In the last scene of the play, 
Rabshake and his master, Benwash, have a dialogue in which 
the word «equivocation» occurs six times: far from being a 
neutral term, in Jacobean England, «equivocation» designated 
the set of casuistic strategies employed by Catholics to avoid 
recognition and protect the recusants’ community.   

Benwash has turned Turk paradoxically because he does not 
want any Muslim to touch his wife, but he flaunts his wife’s 
beauty to make profit, believing he can keep «that gem 
untouched» (84-85). Sex, marriage, and religion: all is 
monetized, but the commodities resulting from these exchanges 
are viewed with distrust. This questioning can be triggered by 
the lure of anxiogenic touch. As Benwash says, conversion is 
attained through sensual transformation: «if the flesh take hold 
of him, he’s past redemption» (Scene 6, 442). The play 
repeatedly focuses on the permeability of the human body. 
Alizia, a French girl abducted by the pirates after her brother’s 
murder, wonders: «Thou flinty breast, / Art thou impenetrable?» 
(50-51). The answer is obviously negative: in the play, humans, 
regardless of their ethnicity, are constantly assailed by 
emotions.  

Captain Ward is seduced by the deceitful Voada, the sister of 
Crosman, the captain of the janissaries, but she will marry him 
only if he converts to Islam. He complies (note that Daborne’s 
                                                

22 See R. S. Wistrich (ed.), Demonizing the Other: Antisemitism, Racism, 
and Xenophobia, Routledge, London and New York 1999, p. 4. 
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play is based on a historical figure, John Ward, later known as 
Yusuf Reis, c. 1553-1622, the subject of ballads and pamphlets). 
Since such a conversion was considered something awful and 
unnatural (the Chorus probably refers to this incident when 
stating that our Muse must «reach the heart itself of villainy», 
Prologue, 14), Daborne chose to represent it through a 
pantomime. The staging of such a scene may have been the 
reason why this play encountered harsh criticism when first 
staged: in the preface, the dramatist terms it his «oppressed and 
much martyred tragedy» (Preface, p. 151). The dumb show 
reinforces our perception that the conversion ritual is operated 
through touch: Ward must put on Muslim garments, he is «laid 
on his belly, the tables [… are] offered him» (Scene 8, SD); he 
is girded with a turban and a sword, and must swear allegiance 
on both the tables and on a «Mahomet’s head» (SD). Touch 
introduces the deeply-fraught theme of idolatry.     

The other act of tactile transaction that closely follows 
Ward’s conversion is castration, according to the English 
misapprehension that circumcision was tantamount to gelding.23 
Only a glimpse of hope that Ward has not really turned Turk 
can be heard in a character’s comment that perhaps he deceived 
the Muslims during the circumcision rite: «Marry, therein I 
heard he played the Jew with ’em, / Made ’em come to the 
cutting of an ape’s tail» (i.e. instead of his foreskin or penis, 
Scene 9, 3-4). Playing the Jew: that is, lying, tricking. But this 
constant insertion of Judaism into the ostensible Christian-
Muslim divide has the effect of interrogating the performativity 
of one’s ‘identity’; Daborne’s model for this strategy may well 
have been Christopher Marlowe’s Jew of Malta.   

Renegades are described as abject and when, in the play, 
they are repeatedly called «false renegades» (see e.g. Scene 13, 

                                                
23 See D. Britton, Muslim Conversion and Circumcision as Theater, in 

J.H. Degenhardt and E. Williamson (eds.), Religion and Drama in Early 
Modern England: The Performance of Religion on the Renaissance Stage, 
Routledge, London and New York 2016, pp. 71-88. 
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104; Scene 15, 92), the adjective seems oddly pleonastic. Voada 
scorns Ward: she had never loved him, but says that his fate is 
well deserved, since «our just Prophet […] hates false 
runagates» (Scene 13, 27). Alizia had warned him: «If none of 
these move, let the example / Of that contempt is thrown on 
runagates, / Even by these Turks themselves, at least move you / 
To fly this slavery» (Scene 7, 217-220). However, immediately 
before the conversion scene, Ward ponders that he is already an 
untouchable: «with what brain can I think / Heaven would be 
glad of such a friend as I am? A pirate? A murderer?» (274-
276). By voicing this suicidal feeling, he signals he has 
committed a Christian’s worst sin: not believing in God’s 
infinite mercy. The original audience would be distressed by 
this portrayal. Ward repeats this sense of abjection in a later 
scene, after the conversion: «Should I confess my sin, / There’s 
not an ear that can with pity hear / A man so wicked miserable» 
(Scene 13, 108-110). Ward’s misery becomes so complete that, 
when he is sentenced to prison and fears starvation, he finally 
welcomes a conversion of his own body and soul into the 
stereotypical raging Turk: «I shall rave, / Run mad» (Scene 15, 
111-112); «allow me / But every week a Christian. I am content 
/ To feed upon raw flesh. If’t be but once a month / A Briton, 
I’ll be content with him» (117-120). For Ward, touch is no 
longer enough: he wants to feed upon Christians, cannibalism 
being the ultimate way of assimilating the Other. At the same 
time, with these words, Ward validates the superiority of the 
British.           

 
 
3. The Renegado: Tactile Transformation and Prohibition 
 
Massinger’s The Renegado is a much better structured play 

than A Christian Turned Turk and it explores in detail the 
psychological aspects of religious conversion as well as the 
social lives of the inhabitants of the cities under the Ottoman 
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rule. The playwright drew on a group of texts by Miguel de 
Cervantes, but also consulted several travelogues and similar 
texts on the Turks. In this play, sexual intercourse, trade, and 
religious conversion foreground the transformative power of 
touch but, in its Christian ecumenical view, The Renegado 
exploits tangible objects and rituals to cope with Islam’s 
overwhelming sensuality. 

In the play, Vitelli, a Venetian nobleman, dresses up as a 
merchant at the market of Tunis in order to save his sister 
Paulina, who has been kidnapped by Antonio Grimaldi and his 
pirates and has been sold to the Viceroy’s harem, the constant 
object of seduction attempts (the Viceroy seeks «to touch [her] 
pureness» 2.5.147, emphasis mine). Grimaldi is the titular 
renegado who, after desecrating the Eucharist in St. Mark’s 
cathedral by throwing it on the floor, has converted to Islam and 
lives a life of rapine, drinking, and whoring under the protection 
of the Viceroy: he maintains that merchants turn renegades 
because once they «touch the shore, [they] wallow in / All 
sensual pleasures» (1.3.52-53). He soon provokes the Viceroy’s 
displeasure because of his defiant attitude and, deprived of 
means, sinks into despair. Meanwhile, Donusa, the niece of the 
Ottoman sultan, falls in love with Vitelli, who initially 
succumbs to her seduction and seems well-disposed to turn Turk 
(«You are too strong for flesh and blood to treat with» 3.5.9). 
Francisco, a Jesuit, helps him keep his original faith and also 
orchestrates Grimaldi’s repentance. 

The opening words of the play are uttered by Vitelli and his 
servant, Gazet, who immediately refers to their wares as «brittle 
as a maidenhead at sixteen» (1.1.3). Mercantile relationships 
with the Turks are thus both sexualised and the locus of anxiety. 
Although they are at the market in Tunis, Vitelli orders to his 
servant: «meddle not with the Turks, / Their manners nor 
religion» (47-48). This injunction not to mix with the Other in a 
mercantile situation is symptomatic of a culture that regarded 
the Turks with fear as well as wonder. Vitelli states that he 
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dislikes having «[t]o mix with such whose difference of faith / 
[…] Must […] / Strangle such bare desires» (1.3.18-20), but 
when it comes to the Turks’ commodified women and 
«fingering money» (32), this abhorrence encounters resistance. 
According to Benedict Robinson, Massinger «abandons the 
possibility of any legitimate contact with “Turks”, because such 
intercourse can only be “contaminating”».24 This judgment is 
misleading because it seems to deny the mercantile and proto-
orientalist allure of the Ottoman Empire to the British. It is true 
that contamination is something to be reckoned with. For 
instance, Donusa, showing herself in pomp to Vitelli, assures 
him: «Why do you shake? My soft touch brings no ague» 
(2.4.18). However, the transformative power of tact goes both 
ways. 

In order to resist tactile transaction, Paulina has been able to 
preserve her virginity by using the powers of a relic, which she 
always wears on her body; as Francisco explains to her brother,  
the relic «has power – / If we may credit holy men’s traditions – 
/ To keep the owner free from violence. / This on her breast she 
wears, and does preserve / The virtue of it by her daily prayers» 
(1.1.147-151). Paulina literally spits at the Viceroy’s «flatteries» 
(2.5.124) and «stamp[s] upon all doubts, all fears, all tortures» 
(127). In a similar way, Vitelli rejects Donusa’s attempt at 
converting him (since the two of them have been accused of 
promiscuity, Donusa faces a capital sentence if she fails in 
making him turn Turk) by making her renounce her own faith 
not only through verbal proselytising, but also through touch. 
First, Vitelli «[m]arks her forehead with the sign of the cross» 
(4.3 SD), to which Donusa says: «I perceive a yielding in 
myself» (148), and soon decides: «Then thus I spit at Mahomet» 
(158). Secondly, Vitelli baptises her on stage in an extraordinary 
scene. He sprinkles the water on her and the contact literally 

                                                
24 B. Robinson, Strange Commodities, in Id., Islam and Early Modern 

English Literature: The Politics of Romance from Spenser to Milton, Palgrave 
Macmillan, New York 2007, p. 141. 
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transforms Donusa, as she cries with triumph: «I am another 
woman» (5.3.121). At the same time, this conversion finally 
‘undoes’ Grimaldi’s desecration of the Host.   

At first glance, these tactile conversions seem perfunctory 
and mechanic. This is not true, however, for two reasons. 
Firstly, the play probes into the psychological aspects of these 
processes and is deeply interested in metamorphic exchange. 
Secondly, these conversions need to be historicised, since they 
are clearly coded as Catholic. Francisco constitutes the moral 
centre of the play when, as a Jesuit, he would normally be 
demonised on the English stage. Paulina’s wonderful relic and 
the beliefs in baptism as a sacrament capable of bestowing grace 
of itself (ex opere operato)25 and in salvation obtained by works 
instead of pure faith would infuriate the Calvinists.    

In an insightful article, Jane Degenhardt convincingly argues 
that the play «anchors Christian resistance in Catholic objects, 
ceremonies, and bodily practices, and repeatedly marks spiritual 
redemption in outward, visible, and material ways».26 This may 
seem indeed surprising but, as Michael Neill shows,27 the 
special temporal conjuncture of the play’s composition 
permitted it. The prospect of a match between the Spanish 
Infanta and Prince Charles had relaxed legal prosecution of the 
Catholics (though by 1623, it became clear that that marriage 
was unfeasible), and, at the beginning of 1624, when news 
reached Parliament that King James was planning a match with 
the French and still Catholic princess, the issue found a head 
with the anti-Catholic Petition of Religion in April. Factions 
were generated and, whereas Prince Charles and Buckingham 
momentarily sided with the Calvinists, King James may have 
found support in a number of dramatists, including Massinger 
                                                

25 See M. Neill (ed.), The Renegado by Philip Massinger, Methuen, 
London 2010, p. 38, n. 1. 

26 J. Degenhardt, Catholic Prophylactics and Islam’s Sexual Threat: 
Preventing and Undoing Sexual Defilement in The Renegado, «JEMCS», 9, 
(2009), p. 63. 

27 See M. Neill (ed.), The Renegado, pp. 38-41. 
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(whose affiliation with recusants is demonstrable to a point).28 
The king advocated Christian unity and tolerance, and The 
Renegado seems to be characterised by such a frame of 
reference.    

It is interesting to note what reasons are suggested by the 
Master of Grimaldi’s crew to explain why the captain 
desecrated the Eucharist in Venice: «Whether in scorn of these 
so pious rites / He had no feeling of, or else drawn to it / Out of 
a wanton, irreligious madness» (4.1.27-29, emphasis mine). 
While «wanton» recalls the description of the Muslim in ‘Turk’ 
plays, it is notable that Grimaldi is described as ‘not-feeling’ the 
rites – Catholic rites which have a markedly tactile connotation: 
the whole city had gone to St Mark’s «with barefoot steps» (20), 
«groan[ing] beneath the weight / Of past offences» (24-25). Just 
as Grimaldi, «snatching from [Francisco’s] hands the sanctified 
means, / Dashed it upon the pavement» (30-31), so is he now 
tormented because he despairs of being forgiven «from his 
hands against whom / It [i.e. the foul fact] was committed» (41-
42). In fact, Grimaldi is forgiven by Francisco, who appears to 
him «in a cope like a bishop» (SD). Grimaldi’s repentance is 
also ‘tactile’; Francisco had foreshadowed that he would «apply 
such cures / To his wounded conscience» (3.3.101-102), but 
Grimaldi must ‘feel’ again, both emotionally and practically. He 
exults:  

Show me true Sorrow,     
Armed with an iron whip, and I will meet 
The stripes she brings alone with her as if  
They were the gentle touches of a hand 
That comes to cure me (4.1.92-96, emphasis mine).  

Grimaldi sets out for a life of good deeds, casting off the 
renegade’s infective touch: before learning that he can be 
forgiven, he had admitted that he, a «cursed lump of clay» 

                                                
28 See e.g. D. S. Lawless, The Parents of Philip Massinger, «Notes and 

Queries», 213 (1968), pp. 256-258. 
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(3.2.93), had poisoned even the air («Those vast regions I have 
infected», 90). In a finale that would not look amiss in a 
romantic swashbuckler film, Grimaldi succeeds in escaping the 
city, along with all the other Christians. 

The theme of ‘castration fear/fantasy’ that pervades the play 
has already been investigated by other scholars29 and goes 
beyond the aims of this essay. It has been shown that Carazie, 
Donusa’s eunuch and the only Englishman among the dramatis 
personae, embodies the fear of the British merchants of dealing 
with the Turks: riches and beauty come at the cost of 
emasculation. Gazet, Vitelli’s servant, pursues power and 
aspires to become a eunuch without knowing what the charge 
entails, which is suggested also by the episode of «an English 
pirate’s whore» (1.1.50) who is denuded «with a razor» (52) at 
the Tunisian market because she was wearing a green apron, the 
colour being apparently reserved to true Islamic believers. 
However, castration is only one, albeit the most significant, of a 
series of actions staged and evoked in the play that consist of 
cutting, separating, and breaking. For instance, Donusa, on first 
meeting Vitelli at the market, wilfully breaks his wares when 
she notices that he is amazed at her beauty. Similarly, after her 
baptism, her engagement with Vitelli becomes effective so that 
they form a unity, and the Viceroy aptly commands: «Sever 
’em! » (5.3.134). This emphasis on cutting and breaking proves 
ineffective in the world of the drama, which is much more 
interested in the fluid transformations of touching.         

4. Conclusion: Touching Cultural Identities 
 
Significantly, one of Ward’s last hopes in A Christian 

Turned Turk is that his ships «are untouched» (Scene 13, 3). 
They are not: they have been taken by the other pirate of the 
                                                

29 See J. Burton, Traffic and Turning, 205; J.G. Harris, Sick Economies: 
Drama, Mercantilism, and Disease in Shakespeare’s England, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia 2004, pp. 154-161. 
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piece, the Dutch repentant corsair Dansiker. Touch has 
transgressed all boundaries in the ‘contact zone’ of Tunis: the 
spectators have seen and heard of adultery, interracial sex, and 
the pirates’ greed mingled with idolatry. In both this play and in 
The Renegado, it is very interesting to note that the actions that 
seem to prevail between Europeans and Turks in both plays are 
actions of division: breaking, cutting, circumcising, and 
castrating. All this emphasis on division contributes to 
emphasising the anxieties produced by acts of union and 
exchange, in all their forms (mercantile, sexual, religious, 
racial). When these acts are carried out, exchange is never 
neutral. A commodity, once sold, is hardly ever represented as 
the same object: it changes, acquiring different values and 
connotations. Similarly, sexual relationships between Christians 
and Muslims have metamorphic properties. For instance, 
Donusa wonders after meeting Vitelli, «What unknown desires / 
Invade and take possession of my soul?» (2.1.26-27). Instead, 
the Viceroy describes Paulina’s chastity as something «That can 
work miracles […] / Dispose and alter sexes» (2.5.150-151). 
Finally, as we have seen, religious conversion transforms one’s 
self. These transformations, however, are highly asymmetrical: 
changes from being a Turk to being a Christian are positive, 
while the reverse is subject to vilification. This recalls what 
Pratt has indicated: contact zones are contexts characterised by 
extremely lopsided power relations. Touching is a means to 
define one’s self, in that it tries to trace one’s own boundaries, 
but, at the same time, it shows the interconnectedness and 
performativity of one’s own identity also, and perhaps 
especially, in ‘contact zones’. 

 



 

 

 



 

 

CRISTINA GAMBERI 
 

COLONIALISM AND RESISTANCE: 
PROBLEMS OF PERSPECTIVES IN DORIS LESSING’S 

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL WRITINGS 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Skin is the surface through which the body comes into 

contact with the outer world. It is lived as a boundary and a 
point of connection. Along with the body, contemporary 
scholarship looks to the skin as a central object of interest which 
undermines the Cartesian dualism that sees a thinking essence 
as distinct from corporeality.1 Earlier works, such as the 
writings of Merleau-Ponty and Emmanuel Lévinas, put the 
relationship between the body and the subject centre-stage 
through the phenomenological sense of being-in-the-world, in 
which corporeal extension is indivisible from subjecthood and 
identity.2 The issue of skin as a boundary of subjecthood is thus 
particularly acute: the reality of physical contact and the 
metaphor of the caress where two skins touch together question 
the separation of self and other in intimacy and encounter. As 
Susan Cataldi notes,  

the experienced ambiguities, the doublings and reversibilities of touch 
confuse the sharp distinctions philosophers try to draw between what 
is internal and what is ‘external’. Through our flesh and thanks to 
tactility, we are always already ‘outside’ of our ‘selves’.3 

                                                
1 G. Lloyd, The Man of Reason: “Male” and “Female” in Western 

Philosophy, Routledge, New York 19932; S. Cataldi, Emotion, Depth, and 
Flesh: A Study of Sensitive Space. Reflections on Merleau-Ponty’s 
Philosophy of Embodiment, University of New York Press, New York 1993. 

2 M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, Routledge, London 
1962; M. Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, Northwestern 
University Press, Evanston (IL) 1968; E. Lévinas, Language and Proximity, 
in Collected Philosophical Papers, Martinus Nijhoff, Dordrecht 1987. 

3 S. Cataldi, Emotion, Depth, and Flesh…, p. 126. 
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It was above all modern feminism that undertook a body 
politics and registered its political protests and aspirations in 
and through bodies. More recent feminist literature has 
developed an intimate dialogue with the lived and imagined 
embodiment, where thinking through the skin is means of 
reflecting not only on the body as lost object of thought, but on 
inter-embodiment, on the mode of being with and being for, 
where the skin is the fleshy interface between bodies and the 
worlds.4 In Notes Toward a Politics of Location, a key text in 
feminist discussions of ‘locatedness’, Adrienne Rich claims that 
theory begins with the material and the personal, and focuses 
both on the specific location of her body as female, white, and 
Jewish, and on the body in a nation, in order to «reconnecting 
our thinking and speaking with the body of this particular 
human being, a woman».5 In her reflections on the abject, Julia 
Kristeva approaches the skin as a zone of transition of corporeal 
fluids moving from inside the body to the outside,6 while for 
Luce Irigaray, corporeality is positive as it is mediated by touch, 
by mucus, by the mingling of blood.7 More recently, the 
                                                

4 R. Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects. Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 
Contemporary Feminist Theory, Columbia UP, New York 1994; J. Butler, 
Gender Trouble. Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Routledge, London 
1990; J. Butler, Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of Sex, Routledge, 
New York and London 1993; S. de Beauvoir, Le Deuxième Sex, Gallimard, 
Paris 1949; E. Grosz, Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism, 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington 1994; R. Monticelli, Soggetti 
corporei, in R. Baccolini, M.G. Fabi, V. Fortunati, R. Monticelli (a cura di), 
Critiche Femministe e Teorie Letterarie, Clueb, Bologna 1997, pp. 205-279; 
T.T. Minh-ha, Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism, 
Indiana UP, Bloomington 1989. R. Baccolini, Le prospettive di genere. 
Discipline, soglie e confini, Bononia UP, Bologna 2005. 

5 A. Rich, Notes Toward a Politics of Location, in Blood, Bread and 
Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985, Virago, London 1987, p. 213. 

6 J. Kristeva, Powers of Horror. An Essay on Abjection, Columbia 
University Press, New York 1982. 

7 L. Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, Cornell University Press, 
New York 1985 and L. Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, Cornell 
University, New York 1985; L. Irigaray, Toward a Divine in the Feminine, in 
Gillian Howie and Jannine Jobling (eds.), Women and the Divine: Touching 
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interconnectedness between the pronouns ‘I’ and ‘we’ 
reverberates in Donna Haraway’s enduring question «Why 
should our bodies end at the skin?», where issues of bodies, 
boundaries, and technologies increasingly challenge not only 
the normative performance of the human subject, but also the 
very understanding of what counts as human.8 Feminist 
phenomenologists have challenged the assumption of a gender-
neutral, ageless and universalised body as the centre of lived 
experience, as Sara Ahmed argues in her seminal volume 
Thinking Through the Skin where she re-considers the skin from 
a post-structuralist approach, questioning how skin becomes, 
rather than simply is, meaningful. From the most intimate of 
experiences to the most public marker of raced, sexed and 
national histories, Ahmed examines the different technologies 
of the skin and how particular discourses – medical, scientific, 
aesthetic – intersect to produce the intelligible skin, even when 
the skin cannot be held in place by such knowledge. How does 
the skin come to be written and narrated? How is the skin 
managed by subjects, others and nations?9 

If we accept skin as the interface of different forces and 
narrations, it is possible to consider skin as an epitome of the 
contact zone, firstly defined by Mary Louise Pratt in her 
seminal article Arts of the Contact Zone. According to Pratt, a 
contact zone is to be understood as the social place «where 
cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in 
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths, as they are lived out in 
many parts of the worlds today».10  Drawing on Pratt’s text, this 
essay aims to explore the extent to which skin is employed as a 

                                                                                                 
Transcendence, Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2009. 

8 D. Haraway, A Cyborg Manifesto. Science, Technology, and Socialist-
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century, in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: 
The Reinvention of Nature, Routledge, New York and London 1991, p. 220. 

9 S. Ahmed and J. Stacey, Thinking Through the Skin, Routledge, London 
2001, p. 2. 

10 M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), p. 34. 
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corporeal metaphor for the contact zone in autobiographical 
writings of Doris Lessing. In particular, I will investigate how in 
Under My Skin, Doris Lessing’s first official volume of her 
autobiographies, skin stands as symbol of the autobiographical 
itself where conflicting literary discourses regarding genre, 
gender and race come together, meet and clash with one 
another.11 I will look at autobiography as the genre for the 
constructions of selfhood and identity that praise the values of 
individuality, uniqueness, and self-knowledge, while I will 
indicate with life writing the literary form for those who cannot 
be inscribed within the universal subject of the autobiography.12 
It is in fact particularly pertinent to consider Under My Skin as a 
contact zone of autobiography and life writing, for the author 
raises in this text a series of self-reflective questions concerning 
the status of autobiographical narrative. Lessing interrogates 
assumptions of a coherent personal sense of selfhood, the 
relation between fact and fiction, and the role of memory. For 

                                                
11 D. Lessing, Under My Skin. Volume One of My Autobiography to 1949, 

Harper Collins, London 1994. 
12 On autobiography see: G. Gusdorf, Conditions and Limits of Autobio-

graphy, in J. Olney (ed.), Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton 1980; P. Lejeune, The Autobio-
graphical Contract, in T. Todorov (ed.), French Literary Theory Today, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1982; L. Anderson, Autobiography, 
Routledge, London and New York 2001. On the relationship between 
autobiographical writing and gender see: S. Stanford Friedman, Women’s 
Autobiographical Selves: Theory and Practice, in S. Benstock (ed.), The 
Private Self: Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings, 
University of North Carolina Press, London 1988; L. Gilmore, Autobio-
graphics: A Feminist Theory of Women’s Self-Representation, Cornell U.P., 
Ithaca 1994; D. Stanton (ed.), The Female Autobiograph, New York Literary 
Forum, New York 1984. C. Locatelli, L’(auto)biografia: una figura di lettura 
nella politica co(n)testuale femminista, «DWF», 39-40 (1998), pp. 90-113; C. 
Locatelli, Is S/he my Gaze? (Feminist) Possibilities for Autobiographical 
Co(n)texts, in M. Bottalico-M.T. Chialant (eds.), L’impulso autobiografico, 
Liguori, Napoli 2005, pp. 3-18. On the relationship between autobiographical 
writing and postcolonial issues, see: B. Moore-Gilbert, Postcolonial Life-
Writing. Culture, Politics and Self-Representation, Routledge, New York 
2009. 
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this author, skin is a point of departure for autobiographical 
narration and this reminds us how writing autobiography, as 
Georges Gusdorf suggests, always implicates the subject’s self-
consciousness and a reflection about one’s own identity across 
time and space.13 Combining skin, narrative and autobiography, 
Lessing is an example of how skin is articulated as corporeal 
and conceptual site; a narrative point of departure through 
which she reflects on the very materiality of her skin and on her 
body politics and their multiple cultural locations. As Sidonie 
Smith points out: 

[s]kin is the literal and metaphorical borderland between the 
materiality of the autobiographical I and the contextual surround of 
the world. It functions simultaneously as a personal and political, 
psychological and ideological boundary of meaning […] Skin has so 
much to do with autobiographical writing, as the body of the text, the 
body of the narrator, the body of the narratee, the cultural body, and 
the body politic all merge in skins and skins of meaning.14 

In personal narratives, skin can thus be considered both as 
autobiographical metaphor and as a metonym which stands for 
the subjectivity of the narrator. However, since autobiographical 
writings are also a means of recognising that identities are 
contingent and historically constructed in specific ways, skin 
becomes also the metaphor for the cultural narratives played out 
upon bodies. With this in mind, this essay will focus on two 
main tensions that characterise the autobiographical literary 
space of Under My Skin by investigating the stances that the 
narrator adopts towards the use of the autobiography as a genre 
from a gender and post-colonial perspective. In the first part of 
this essay, I will address the implications of colonial and 
postcolonial issues in Under My Skin highlighting how the 
                                                

13 G. Gusdorf, Conditions and Limits of Autobiography, in J. Olney (ed.), 
Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton 1980. 

14 S. Smith, Subjectivity, Identity and the Body. Women’s Autobio-
graphical Practices in the Twentieth Century, Indiana University Press, 
Bloomington 1993, pp. 127-128. 
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author is caught in the contradictions of the white attitudes. By 
analysing how the author retraces her personal history ‒ whilst 
simultaneously contesting its confinement to a private space ‒ I 
will indicate how Lessing reclaims the political relationship 
between her own private story and the broader public history of 
her countries, specifically the effects of the First World War and 
the colonisation of Rhodesia by the British Empire that lasted 
ninety years. However, questioning whether the skin is a mark 
of ethnicity and status or not, I will investigate if Lessing is able 
to read racial differences on and off the skin and how far can we 
consider Under My Skin a contact zone where Lessing’s 
relationship with the colonial Rhodesia and colonial racism is 
staged and negotiated. 

 The second part of the essay focuses instead on the role of 
female subjectivity in relation to life writing. I will look at how 
Lessing’s apparent reluctance to adopt a (female) confessional 
personal narrative in favour of retracing a collective 
consciousness, and reclaiming her political engagement within 
her life’s story, may be implicitly contradicted by her authorial 
voice that wants to defend itself, its privacy, and its secrets. In 
investigating Under My Skin from a gender perspective, I will 
show how in women’s life accounts the relationship between 
the written, «the unspoken (and perhaps the unspeakable)» 
private story is still a central issue that can help us to consider 
the unstable and contradictory status of women’s personal and 
public narratives through which women have negotiated their 
own self-representations (including their silences).15 

 
 

                                                
15 T. Coslett, C. Lury, P. Summerfield (eds.), Feminism and 

Autobiography: Texts, Theories, Methods, Routledge, London and New York 
2000, p. 4. 
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2. The Colonial Past in Under My Skin 
 
The child of British parents, Doris Lessing was born in 1919 

in Kermanshah in Persia where her father worked for the 
Imperial Bank of Persia (now Iran). In 1925 she moved to 
Africa where her family took up farming in the British colony 
of Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). Like the writer 
Olive Schreiner, who greatly influenced Lessing in her 
understanding of the African experience as a white woman, 
Doris left school at fourteen and was self-educated. She married 
twice, and spent the first 30 years of her life in Africa, until 
leaving in the late 1940s to go to London with the youngest of 
her three children and the manuscript of her first novel, The 
Grass is Singing.16 In the 1950s, the first three novels of the 
Bildungsroman cycle Children of Violence established her 
1950s reputation as a social-realist writer. She was one of the 
few women writers associated with the Angry Young Men17 
and, following her criticism of the political situation of her 
African homeland, she was banned 24 years from South Africa 
and Rhodesia.18 

Lessing became radically disillusioned with political culture: 
the invasion of Hungary led her to leave the Communist Party – 
a traumatic experience, because in Southern Rhodesia the 
Communist Party had been the only organisation dedicated to 
ending the racial segregation she fiercely opposed. Yet the 

                                                
16 On the importance of O. Schreiner, see D. Lessing, Afterword to The 

Story of an African Farm by Olive Schreiner, in P. Schlueter (ed.), A Small 
Personal Voice. Essays, Reviews, Interviews, Harper Collins, London 1994; 
D. Lessing, The Grass Is Singing, M. Joseph, London 1950. 

17 In 1956 Lessing wrote The Small Personal Voice that appeared in 
«Declaration», edited by T. Maschler, along with the essay by J. Osborne 
They Call it Cricket. 

18 On 21 April 1956 D. Lessing describes her experiences with 
immigration officers in South Africa when she was banned entry into the 
country, in the article that appeared on the «New Statement» entitled Being 
Prohibited. Both essays are now published within the edited volume: D. 
Lessing, A Small Personal Voice. 
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effect of her engagement with Communism continued 
undoubtedly to have an important impact on Lessing’s writing 
practice. Like many writers such as Georg Lukács, Raymond 
Williams and Bertolt Brecht who were interested in the 
relationship between literary form and radical politics and the 
connection between subjective experience and socio-economic 
structures, Lessing, with her experimental technique made an 
important contribution to debates on the Left about the politics 
of form.19 Eventually disenchanted with the realist form of 
writing she had espoused, in 1962 she published The Golden 
Notebook, the highly experimental (and deeply autobio-
graphical) novel that acts out the disintegration of realist 
conventions. The book, together with The Second Sex and The 
Feminine Mystique, raised the consciousness of a generation of 
women readers and played a major part in engendering the 
second wave of feminism, though Lessing’s relationship with 
the feminist movement has since been troubled. During her 
career, she wrote across the borderlines of realism, fantasy and 
science fiction, publishing more than fifty works and in 2007, 
aged 87, she received the Nobel Prize for Literature. She was 
one of the major fiction writers of the second half of the 20th 
century, but also one of the most vividly representative 
intellectuals of our times, whose engagement with social and 
political issues render her works a chronicle of our age. 

Published in 1994, at the age of 75, Under My Skin is the 
first volume of Doris Lessing’s autobiography. The volume 
recounts the first thirty years of Lessing’s life, from her birth in 
Persia to the long and precarious train journey through an 
impoverished Russia to reach England in 1924, her childhood in 
a mud thatched farm house and young adulthood in Southern 
Rhodesia, up to 1949 and her departure for London, where she 
would establish her career as a writer. As the child of white 

                                                
19 N. Bentley, Doris Lessing’s The Golden Notebook: An Experiment in 

Critical Fiction, in A. Ridout and S. Watkins (eds.), D. Lessing: Border 
Crossings, Continuum, London 2009, pp. 44-60. 
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settler parents in a British colony, who decided to leave Africa 
for England, Lessing’s personal history offers a very particular 
writing perspective on the experience of displacement and exile. 
Right from early interpretations of her work, what Lorna Sage 
calls the ‘colonial metaphor’ has been a central key to critically 
understanding her writings for «[t]he colonial experience – the 
colonial metaphor – is central to her identity as a writer».20 If 
the colonial metaphor represents an important imaginative locus 
in Lessing’s oeuvre, it is undoubtedly the case for Lessing’s 
autobiographical writings, which cannot be understood without 
taking into account issues of gender, migration and class and as 
well as formal experimentation, as Susan Watkins puts it: 

Issues of exile and migration are at the centre of this text and her work 
as a whole, suggesting the importance, but also the instability, of 
identity. Lessing is interested in ideas about class, nation, ‘race’ and 
gender, but, more importantly, in the links between these concepts and 
in the ways they overlap with and merge into one another. [...] Her 
constructive and complex use of autobiographical material also 
creatively interacts with, indeed generates, her interest in the writer or 
artist both as figure in and producer of the text.21 

Though Lessing’s work has always been deeply autobio-
graphical, Under My Skin is considered an especially crucial 
work in the genre of life writing and represents one of the last 
episodes of Lessing’s work, which can be viewed as a 
sequential process of understanding the meanings of her 
colonial childhood. She has written about her childhood, the 
African years and her experience as a white woman growing up 
in a settler community in a variety of autobiographical forms: 
Going Home (1957), In Pursuit of the English (1960), the first 
four volumes of the Children of Violence pentalogy (1952, 
1954, 1958, 1965), The Golden Notebook (1962), a number of 
short stories, and The Memoirs of a Survivor (1974). 

                                                
20 L. Sage, Doris Lessing, Methuen, London and New York 1983, p. 11. 
21 S. Watkins, Doris Lessing, Manchester University Press, Manchester 

2010, p. 140. 
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In Under My Skin the reader is immediately confronted, via 
the title of this autobiographical narrative, with the suggestion 
of a disclosure of the author’s life. The epigraph, in fact, 
reminds us that Under My Skin refers to the Cole Porter’s jazz 
song and alludes to the self-revelatory capacity of autobio-
graphy to disclose the real subjectivity of the author beyond the 
superficial appearance – the skin. Here skin represents 
something intelligible through writing. Lessing begins her 
account in the form of a detailed report in the first person where 
events of Lessing’s family life are recounted in chronological 
order. The subtitle – Volume 1 of My Autobiography, to 1949 – 
seems to privilege Under My Skin as the authentic and truthful 
piece of autobiography and old black-and-white photographs of 
the young writer and her relatives ostensibly seek to prove their 
existence at a given point in time. From this perspective, Under 
My Skin appears to fulfill the canonical tradition of autobio-
graphy with its assumptions of coherent subjectivity and its 
implicit conviction that autobiography is the best way to recount 
one’s own identity. The first chapter opens with the narrator 
retracing in a linear process the genealogical maternal and 
paternal tree, the bourgeois life of her mother raised as an 
exemplary Victorian and then Edwardian girl, set in contrast to 
her father’s enjoyment of a country childhood. Lessing looks 
back on her family’s past and on official history too, that is, the 
outbreak of the First World War, when her parents met at the 
Royal Free Hospital in London. Alfred Cook Tayler, Lessing’s 
father, having lost a leg in the trenches, married Emily Maude, 
the nurse who helped him during the recovery. As the following 
passage exemplifies, Lessing brings the private story of her 
family into the public sphere, and public history is reflected 
within the nuclear familial sphere and in her own birth: 

In 1919, all over a Europe filled with graves, hung miasmas and 
miseries, and over the whole world too, because of the flu and its 
nearly thirty million deaths. I used to joke that it was that has given 
birth to me, as a defence when weary with the talk about the war that 
went on – and on – and on. But it was no joke. I used to feel there was 



Colonialism and Resistance 

 

227 

something like a dark grey cloud, like poison gas, over my early 
childhood. Later I found people who have the same experience. 
Perhaps it was from that war that I first felt the struggling panicky 
need to escape […].22 

Throughout Under My Skin the narrator highlights the 
importance of the social climate and political forces that 
influence her and other people’s lives, frequently using the term 
Zeitgeist, the spirit of a generation. This is not only to be found 
in her autobiography, but as many critics have pointed out, the 
whole of her literary career intersects with her commitment to 
political issues, fighting those mechanisms of discrimination – 
in terms of race, gender and class – which were part of the 
colonial practices of the British Empire in Africa. Ellen Moers 
suggests in Literary Women that Lessing is part of an ‘epic age’ 
of women writers, a period starting at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century in which women novelists wrote about 
poverty, slavery and class conflicts.23 According to Elaine 
Showalter, Lessing moves from «the individual to the 
collective, from the personal to the communal, and from the 
female to the global»24 while Lorna Sage describes her as «a 
writer of epic scale and scope».25 Her commitment is defined as 
being: 

based on something larger than private consciousness, or more 
precisely, a commitment to link private consciousness with historical 
event. She believes, in George Eliot’s words, that there is no private 
life that has not been conditioned by a larger public life.26 

The shadows of trauma and memory, war and segregation 
stimulated Lessing to write, and making connections between 

                                                
22 D. Lessing, Under My Skin…, p. 10. 
23 E. Moers, Literary Women, Doubleday, New York 1978. 
24 E. Showalter, A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from 
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26 L. Sukenick, Feeling and Reason in Doris Lessing’s Fiction, 

«Contemporary Literature», 14 (1973), p. 517. 
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personal and national identity is particularly crucial in her 
autobiographical writings.27 Writing personal and political 
histories is a fundamental concern for Lessing’s poetics, whilst 
narrating her own past and the history of her family in the light 
of the impact of the First World War and colonialism in Africa 
seems to become central in later years. Lessing explicitly cites 
this motivation:  

One reason for writing this autobiography is that more and more I 
realize I was part of an extraordinary time, the end of the British 
Empire in Africa, and the bit I was involved with was the occupation 
of a country that lasted exactly ninety years. People no longer know 
what that time was like, even those who live in Southern Rhodesia.28 

From the First World War to the impact of colonisation and 
Empire in Africa, in Under My Skin the narrator inscribes her 
life within a historical framework, for the reappraisal of her own 
past necessitates making connections between personal and 
national identity. Her writing can be considered a form of 
testimony.  

Raised in a British colony that had already discriminatory 
policies, Lessing suggested that the Communist party’s 
engagement with racism, colonialism and the colour bar was 
one of her central preoccupations. As she states in Under My 
Skin, an important but difficult-to-answer question is «how to 
account for the fact that all my life I’ve been the child who says 
the Emperor is naked, while my brother never, not once, 
doubted or criticised authority».29 Thus, she might seem to be 
fully aware about the meaning of the skin colour in creating 
differences among people. However, problems of history haunt 
the narrator, and her relationship with colonial Rhodesia is a 
complex one. As Anthony Chennells points out, in the early 
decades of the twentieth century white Southern Rhodesians 
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feared being ‘absorbed into South Africa’ and the antagonism to 
Afrikaanerdom made them keen to remain a British colony.30 At 
the same time, Chennells emphasises, there was ambivalence 
towards Britain from the white settlers in Southern Rhodesia, 
particularly with respect to the UK’s insistence on retaining a 
right to veto legislation affecting the native black population. 
The problem writers like Lessing faced is thus how to write of 
that time in the last decade of the twentieth century and how to 
connect to the self of those pre-independence social landscapes 
of Africa irretrievably tainted by colonialism.   

Despite growing increasingly critical about the racial 
segregation she saw around her, as a child of white colonisers, 
the young Lessing benefitted from the settler culture of 
Southern Africa. Lessing’s story is, compared to many, a 
privileged one: it was her parents’ choice to leave England and 
despite their own relative lack of success as farmers, as white 
British first-generation emigrants they nevertheless were placed 
at the top of a racially segregated and complex social hierarchy. 
Throughout her childhood and young adulthood Lessing 
undoubtedly benefited from her place in this elite social group. 
Her family lived in Southern Rhodesia as colonial invader-
settlers, but at the same time they were «inexperienced 
colonialists driven by the dream of getting rich, unable to thwart 
a slow decline into poverty, and connected to Britain through an 
overwhelming sense of exile and loss from the place where 
‘life’ really happens».31 

Lessing’s writings about Africa are thus caught in «the 
contradictions of white attitudes» and her autobiography is 
written from the perspective of ‘the dissident within’.32 Her 
Rhodesian colonial experience has made her a perpetual 
                                                

30 A. Chennells, Doris Lessing and the Rhodesian Settler Novel, in E. 
Bertelsen (ed.), Doris Lessing, McGraw-Hill, Johannesburg 1985, pp. 31-43. 

31 G. Whitlock, The Intimate Empire. Reading Women's Autobiography, 
Cassell, London and New York 2000, p. 191. 

32 Lessing uses this expression to refer to her mother and how she 
agonised over the bad diet of black people, their farm labourers. 
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outsider and has cast her in a marginal role, leading her to 
inhabit the tension between binaries such as coloniser and 
colonised, foreign and native, settler and indigenous, home and 
away. Despite destabilising the white-over-the-black paradigm 
and criticising the white attitudes towards the native population, 
Under My Skin makes it clear that Lessing had little contact 
with black Africans due to the colour bar. Lessing’s text only 
rarely engages with the relationship between black and white 
people, and black people/characters remain external to the 
narrative as a whole. The emphasis remains on the hypocrisy 
and sterility of white settler society. Accordingly, Chennells 
suggests, the «near-total silence» of black Africans in Lessing’s 
writings is particularly problematic for postcolonial criticism;33 
he goes on to argue subsequently that questions of ‘race’, voice 
and silence in Lessing’s work are more complex than has been 
assumed and that her writing demonstrates a particular, self-
conscious suspicion of ‘white advocacy’ as «irrelevant […] to 
the political aspirations of blacks».34 

According to Rebecca O’Rourke, Lessing’s problematisation 
of form «is arguably grounded in the problem of how, as a 
white settler, to represent the relation of oppression: the internal 
and external dimensions of her situation as exile, both within 
and distant from her country».35 Her autobiographical African 
writing operates within this tension, as both an autobiography of 
the empire and as a critique of it. Thus, Gillian Whitlock 
suggests that Under My Skin is exemplary of how for some 
autobiographic subjects who write out of colonialism there are 
extremes and crises of authority and representation.36 
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Though the colonised experience is silenced in Under My 
Skin, we can argue that the imposition of the narrative of white 
racial superiority is exposed from a gendered perspective. 
Lessing’s autobiographical accounts frame her life within a 
wider cultural narrative in which she restores the contested past 
of her country and confronts the trauma of colonisation and 
Empire in Africa through the relationship between mother and 
daughter. Far from romanticising the neglected bond between 
mother and daughter, Lessing’s autobiographies present an 
unexpected «reciprocity of maternity and colonialism»: Lessing 
writes herself into history inscribing the maternal narrative 
within colonial racism.37 As a quintessential distant mother, the 
woman embodies the ‘colonial agent’ within a post-colonial 
imagery who rejects her child, whose skin is too few: 

how they destroy her, how she does not want them and [...] what a 
mistake she has made in having them at all. I do not believe that even 
robust and insensitive children remain unaffected by this assault on 
their very existence. But I was born with skins too few. Or they were 
scrubbed off me by those robust and efficient hands.38 

The maternal figure becomes charged with colonial 
references: her mother’s life is represented at the intersection of 
colonialism, middle-class ethos, and gender politics. Emily 
conformed to the cultural, political, and racial colonial model, 
becoming a symbol of British middle-class respectability in the 
African veld. She is the prototype of the racist white colonial 
settler, who complains about the African servants in a 
«scolding, insistent, nagging voice full of dislike».39 

She believed that the British Empire was the greatest force for good in 
the world, and that God thought so too. That white people were 
superior to all non-white races, and that British white people were 
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superior to other white people. That the white minority in the Colonies 
was there with God’s approval to civilize and uplift the natives. They 
believed in Duty. In Patriotism. In doing a job well for the sake of 
doing it. In staying married. In family life.40 

As Victoria Rosner has pointed out, in Lessing’s 
autobiographies the relation between domesticity, domestic 
space, colonialism and the reproduction of mothering is 
particularly significant: «Wives of English settlers were 
confined to the house both for the performance of domestic 
duties and because of a pervasive sense that the bush 
represented a special threat for women».41 Women settlers, 
beyond their apparent marginality, were in fact crucial in 
reinforcing the British colonial project by  

[...] fulfilling their role as signifiers of home and of whiteness, of 
‘white values.’ Clearly, within the colonial project, to civilize the 
colonies entailed domesticating them; in this sense, women were only 
spatially marginal, not ideologically so.42 

 
3. The Unstable Gendered Voice in Under My Skin 
 
The textual disruption that occurs between two dissimilar 

narratives, that of Lessing’s mother and her own, is in line with 
a consistent feature of Lessing’s writings: the split, unstable, 
unreliable narrative voice. Problems of perspective are also to 
be found in the meta-reflections on the nature of autobiography 
that are dispersed throughout the text. In experimenting with 
self-writing, Lessing addresses the reader directly to question 
the act of recollection, which is not fixed, but slips and slides 
about:  

 

                                                
40 D. Lessing, Impertinent Daughters, in A Small Personal Voice, Harper-

Collins, London 1994, p. 149 
41 V. Rosner, Home Fires, p. 72. 
42 Ibidem. 
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Why do you remember this and not that? Why do you remember in 
every detail a whole week, month, more, of a long ago year, but then 
complete dark, a blank? How do you know that what you remember is 
more important than what you don’t? [...] You forget. You 
remember.43 

Like Virginia Woolf in her autobiographical A Sketch of the 
Past, who writes «[w]hat I write today I should not write in a 
year's time»,44 Lessing comments «I am trying to write this 
book honestly. But were I to write it aged eighty-five, how 
different would it be?».45 In her reflections on writing 
autobiography, memory seems to govern the construction of 
selfhood, and the author seems to agonise over the concept of 
truth as inevitably temporary and multiple. 

Our own views of our lives change all the time, different at different 
ages. If I had written an account of myself aged 20 it would have been 
a belligerent and combative document. At 30 – confident and 
optimistic. At 40 – full of guilt and self-justification. At 50 – 
confused, self-doubting. But at 60 and after something else has 
appeared: you begin to see your early self at great distance. [...] You 
float ways from the personal. You have received that great gift of 
getting older – detachment, impersonality.46 

According to Roberta Rubenstein, «[m]ore than Woolf, 
Lessing consciously acknowledges that memory itself is an 
elusive, fluid, and often undesirable component of 
consciousness, whose manifestations depend on the relationship 
between any present moment and an always receding past».47 
Memory is not only linked with forgetting, but also with 
rhetorical strategies that shape our recollections. Making 

                                                
43 Ivi, pp. 12-13. 
44 V. Woolf, Moments of Being (ed.), Jeanne Schulkind, The Hogarth 
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45 D. Lessing, Under My Skin…, p. 17. 
46 D. Lessing, Writing Autobiography, in Time Bites: Views and Reviews, 

Harper-Collins, London 2004, p. 92. 
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explicit references to Olive Schreiner and Virginia Woolf 
among others, Lessing retraces her childhood using literary and 
rhetorical strategies to convey the psycho-sensory imaginary of 
her first memories ‒ identifying multiple kinds of memories: 
‘hallmarked memories’, ‘invited memories’, ‘deduced 
memories’.48 

If personal memories are recounted as constructions of 
reality, Lessing also deliberately juxtaposes ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ 
in her life writing. While she has often said that her fiction 
(particularly the novels set in Zimbabwe like Martha Quest, The 
Golden Notebook and African Stories) is not autobiographical, 
the first volume of her autobiography draws in many ways on 
the Martha Quest novels. In Under My Skin, Lessing herself 
goes so far as to make explicit comparisons and to draw 
distinctions between herself and her fictional character, thereby 
reinforcing the intertextual links and encouraging readers of the 
autobiography to consider the extent to which Martha Quest’s 
experiences are based on Lessing’s own.  

When I wrote Martha Quest I was being a novelist and not a 
chronicler. But if the novel is not the literal truth, then it is true in 
atmosphere, feeling, more ‘true’ than this record, which is trying to be 
factual. Martha Quest and my African Stories are a reliable picture of 
the District in the old days. That is, from a white point of view.49 

As Lessing puts it, novels and autobiographies have in 
common a certain ‘shape’; events, facts, persons are necessarily 
ordered or ‘shaped’ into ‘meaningful’ story. 

As you write your autobiography it has to have a good deal in 
common with a novel. It has a shape: the need to make choices 
dictates that. In short we have a story […]. When you are shaping an 
autobiography, just as when you shape a novel, you have to decide 
what to leave out. Novels are given shape by leaving out. 
Autobiographies have to have a shape, and they can’t be too long. 
Things have to be left out. I have far too much material for the 
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autobiography. Yet it should be like life, sprawling, big, baggy, full of 
false starts, loose ends, people you meet once and never think again, 
groups of people you meet for an evening or a week and never see 
again.50 

This instability of the authorial voice is found throughout 
Under My Skin and is indicative of the dichotomy that 
characterizes Lessing’s approach to autobiographical writing: 
on one hand, the desire for self-defence against sneaking 
biographers, while on the other, the necessity of protecting her 
privacy within the public domain. The volume is presented as 
necessary act of self-defence against biographers who are 
investigating the author’s past. 

In the year just finished, 1992, I heard of five American biographers 
writing about me. One I had never met or even heard of. Another, I 
was told by a friend in Zimbabwe, is “collecting material” for a 
biography. From whom? Long dead people? A woman I met twice, 
once when she asked me carefully casual questions, has just informed 
me she has written a book about me which she is about to get 
published. [...] Probably interviews, too, and these are always full of 
misinformation.51 

It is notable that Lessing reiterates her mixed feelings 
towards biographers five year later, in a short article in The 
Spectator where she presents herself as a ‘victim’ who might 
not welcome «sharing intimate details of her past and deep 
thoughts about life in general».52 Lessing states that writing her 
first official autobiography was intended not only to defend 
herself from inaccuracies and untruths, but also to protect her 
privacy and limit the exposure of her personal life to the public. 
Secrets, Lessing ironically declares at the beginning of the 
Second Chapter in Under My Skin, are not going to be revealed 
in her autobiography: 
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51 Ivi, p. 14. 
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following the example of Simone de Beauvoir who said that about 
some things saying she has no intention of telling the truth. […] I have 
known not a few of the famous, and even one or two of the great, but I 
do not believe it is a duty of friends, lovers and comrades to tell all. 
The older I get, the more secrets I have, never to be revealed and this, 
I know, is a common condition of people of my age. And why all this 
emphasis on kissing and telling? Kisses are the least of it.53 

Lessing’s attempt to provide her official life narrative is 
furthermore problematised by the author’s own warnings to the 
reader, scattered throughout Under My Skin, about the 
unreliability of her own autobiographical voice: 

You cannot sit down to write about yourself without rhetorical 
questions of the most tedious kind demanding attention. Our old 
friend, the Truth, is first. The truth … how much of it to tell, how 
little? It seems it is agreed this is the first problem of the self-
chronicler, and obloquy lies in wait either way. Telling the truth about 
yourself is one thing, if you can, but what about the other people?54 

One of the central issues at stake here is precisely family life 
and Lessing’s decision to abandon John and Jean, the two 
children from her first marriage to Frank Wisdom. The death of 
her first child, John Wisdom, in 1992, may be one of the 
reasons why Lessing eventually decided to publish her 
autobiography: John’s death protected him from details she 
perhaps would not have wanted him to know. For example, in 
Chapter Eleven of Under My Skin Lessing writes how she 
sought an abortion when she was pregnant with her first child, 
but decided to keep the baby only when she was told the 
pregnancy was too far advanced: «now it seems to me obvious I 
knew all the time I was pregnant, was in alliance with nature 
against myself».55 Lessing also recalls how she found herself 
switched off, frozen, incapable of loving her children anymore: 
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Now comes a puzzle. I had spent a good part of my childhood adoring 
some infant or small child. I had been waiting for the same with John, 
who for some reason had to fight away from cuddles, with anyone, not 
only me. […] But I had switched off. This person in me, the lover of 
babies and tiny children, would revive later. I was protecting myself, 
because I knew I was going to leave. Yet I did not know it, could not 
say, I am going to commit the unforgivable and leave two small 
children.56 

The necessity of anonymity, exercising caution, and 
concealing aspects of her private life seems to guide Lessing’s 
writing in order to protect her children and family and, more 
importantly, herself. As Nancy Miller put it, sincerity itself and 
trustworthiness imply a masculine subject, for there exists a 
‘gender of sincerity’ which is strictly linked with what de 
Beauvoir has called féminitude, a culturally determined status of 
difference and oppression that lead women writers to be 
particularly charged when they decide to go public and write 
autobiographically:  

[t]he autobiographies of these women [Colette, Simone de Beauvoir, 
Daniel Stern, George Sand] are a defence and illustration, at once a 
treatise on overcoming received notions of femininity and a poetics 
calling for another, freer text.57  

As with the  autobiographical texts of other women writers, 
Lessing’s peculiar ‘autobiographical pact’ shows the limits of 
the cultural scripts through which a woman writer can write and 
represent her female embodiment and sexuality, her pregnancy 
and maternity, as a site where tension between the written, the 
unspoken, and the unspeakable meet, clash and grapple with 
one another. 

To conclude, this essay has indicated Lessing’s own 
autobiographical pact to be one in which self-disclosure, 
memory, oblivion, and self-censorship are all thoroughly 
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intermingled, revealing the problematic nature of her 
autobiographical writing. Like other female writers who seek to 
articulate their identities through narrative, the public act of 
writing autobiographically offers a critical connection but also 
contradiction of the notion of the private sphere, where writing 
of the self might come into conflict with the writer’s position as 
a woman. Lessing not only transgresses the autobiographical 
boundaries, but she also subverts the ‘autobiographical pact’ by 
including problematic or ambiguous signals which unsettle the 
boundary between autobiography and fiction. If we view the 
problematisation of autobiographical forms in light of the 
writer’s displaced location within her own country, Under My 
Skin can be said to epitomise the tension between the author’s 
desire to belong to Africa and the violence of the colonial past 
and the post-colonial present. 



CRISTINA PARAVANO 
 

A CONTACT ZONE IN SEVENTEENTH CENTURY ENGLAND: 
THE CASE OF RICHARD BROME’S A JOVIAL CREW 

 
In Richard Brome’s A Jovial Crew (1642), the gentleman 

Hilliard observes a group of beggars and exclaims:  

Beggars! They are the only people can boast the benefit of a free state 
in the full enjoyment of liberty, mirth, and ease, having all things in 
common and nothing wanting of nature’s whole provision within the 
reach of their desires. (2.1 speech 120)1 

Unlike Hilliard, who admires their mirth and envies their 
freedom, early modern people perceived beggars «as a threat to 
the divine order, organised in clandestine brotherhoods, 
deliberately rejecting the established order in their quest for 
lawless freedom».2 The concepts of vagabond society and of 
beggars’ commonwealth were not new to the seventeenth 
century: beggars and vagabonds were a staple of Renaissance 
England and their «unprecedented number»3 was a burning 
issue troubling authorities.4 Nevertheless, the dramatists of the 

                                                        
1 Quotations are from A Jovial Crew (Modern Text), edited by Helen 

Ostovich, in Richard Brome Online at http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome, last 
accessed December 14, 2018. 

2 T.B. Hug, Impostures in Early Modern England: Representations and 
Perceptions of Fraudulent Identities, Manchester UP, Manchester and New 
York 2009, p. 18.  

3 W.C. Carroll, Fat King, Lean Beggar: Representations of Poverty in the 
Age of Shakespeare, Cornell UP, Ithaca and London 1996, p. 21. 

4 The issue has drawn much scholars’ attention. See A.L. Beier, 
Masterless Men: The Vagrancy Problem in England 1560-1640, Methuen, 
London and New York 1985; W.C. Carroll, Fat King, Lean Beggar: 
Representations of Poverty in the Age of Shakespeare, Cornell UP, Ithaca and 
London 1996; L. Woodbridge, Vagrancy, Homelessness, and English 
Renaissance Literature, University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago 
2001; B. Reynolds, Becoming Criminal: Transversal Performance and 
Cultural Dissidence in Early Modern England, Johns Hopkins UP, Baltimore 
2002; P. Pugliatti, Beggars and Theatre in Early Modern England, Ashgate, 
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age registered their presence and depicted a favourable portrayal 
of rural vagabonds, casting a positive light on their lives, «free 
from greed and ambition»,5 and thus overcoming the cultural 
anxiety about the vagrant. They exploited the dramatic potential 
of beggars in a vast body of plays, ranging from Fletcher’s 
Beggars’ Bush (1622) to Shirley’s The Sisters (1642). Among 
the works of the period, Brome’s A Jovial Crew, or The Merry 
Beggars (1642) stands out of the group, offering a powerful and 
unconventional insight into the lives of beggars during a tense 
phase of English history. Written «in these sad and tragic days», 
as the prologue reads, the play was staged at the 
Cockpit/Phoenix (Drury Lane) probably in early 1642,6 on the 
eve of the closure of the theatres. It was «possibly the last to be 
performed before the outbreak of the civil war».7 One of the 
main characters is Oldrents, a generous country landlord who 
uses his barn as a charitable house for visiting vagabonds. In the 
comedy, a fortune teller warns Oldrents that his daughters 
Rachel and Meriel will become beggars and he cannot 
understand how this might be prevented. Actually, his daughters 
decide to join the beggar community in search of adventure and 
envious of the beggars’ freedom. They are followed by their 
sweethearts, Vincent and Hilliard, and guided by Springlove, 
Oldrents’s mysterious steward.  

The play and the role of beggars have been investigated 
consistently and in diverse directions. Some critics have 
emphasised the escapist dimension and the play joyous mood, 
discussing it as a depiction of the myth of the idyllic beggars’ 
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world in opposition to the troubles of the times,8 as a parody of 
escapism, «a mild satire on the love of romance in young 
ladies»,9 and «wistfully hopeful rather than a desperate 
prognosis».10 Others have analysed the social and political 
commitment of this «complex» and «troubled»,11«profoundly 
historical play»,12 «a social parable for all times, […] full of 
despair for reasonable solutions of real social problems»,13 
which redetermines «the pastoral genre to directly political 
ends»,14 and «addresses contemporary events through […] a sad 
mood rather than a happy one».15 

Here I suggest discussing A Jovial Crew through the notion 
of contact zone, articulated by Pratt, and the Bakhtinian 
carnevalesque, which may offer a less obvious and travelled by 
perspective. The concept of contact zone evokes «a sense of a 
colonial frontier»,16 which may apply also to Oldrents’s barn, a 
frontier of intercultural and interlingual encounter. This shelter, 
where the beggars temporarily stay, thanks to Oldrents’s 
generosity, is a liminal space in which the trajectories of 
different cultures intersect17 and boundaries are broken. The 
barn represents for the characters an «escape into a romanticised 
                                                        

8 A. Haaker, Introduction, in A. Haaker (ed.), A Jovial Crew, Arnold, 
London 1968; R. Gaby, Of Vagabonds and Commonwealths, pp. 401-424. 
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beggar kingdom»,18 which is also a «world inside out»19 
offering an alternative construction of social relations. On the 
other hand, it stands as a stage on which Brome’s characters 
interact and experience an enriching linguistic exchange which 
is at the basis of their unusual encounter. 

 
1. The Court Goes A-Begging  
 
In the play, numerous characters voluntarily join the beggars 

for various reasons. The steward Springlove feels a special 
connection with their joyful and merry life, since he was 
actually a beggar before Oldrents rescued him and offered him a 
job. Springlove is delighted by the warm welcome of the 
beggars, who greet him as their king:   

Springlove: Most ravishing delight! But in all this 
Only one sense is pleased: mine ear is feasted. 
Mine eye too must be satisfied with my joys. 
The hoarding usurer cannot have more 
Thirsty desire to see his golden store 
When he unlocks his treasury than I 
The equipage in which my beggars lie. 
 
He opens the scene; the beggars are discovered in their postures; then 
they issue forth; and last the Patrico. 
 
All Beggars: Our master, our master! Our sweet and comfortable 
master! 
Springlove: How cheer, my hearts? 
Scribble: Most crouse, most caperingly. 
Shall we dance, shall we sing, to welcome our king? 
Strike up, piper, a merry merry dance, 
That we on our stampers may foot it and prance, 
To make his heart merry as he has made ours, 
As lustick and frolic as lords in their bowers. 
 
Music. Dance. (1.1 speeches 80-3) 
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Throughout the play the association of beggars with players 
is emphasised: all the world is a stage, even an humble barn, 
and the beggars play a merry part. They show their abilities in 
multiple dramatic languages, by singing, dancing and playing a 
musical instrument. Springlove presents the beggars’ life as one 
that contains «the very freedoms and liberties that critics of the 
Personal Rule felt were under threat».20 Here they serve as a 
metaphor for wider social questions, since their community 
offers an alternative construction of social relations, while 
upturning authority and truth. The group includes 
representatives from all walks of life, a poet, a soldier, a 
courtier and a lawyer, who have all turned to begging. This 
suggests that even respected professionals might be reduced to 
beggary in the Caroline age. As the lawyer explains about the 
poet, «he is a decayed poet, newly fallen in among us, and begs 
as well as the best of us. He learned it pretty well in his own 
profession before and can the better practise it in ours now» 
(1.1 speech 87). At the same time, as Brome claims in his 
epistle dedicatory to Thomas Stanley, no-one can feel safe 
when «the times conspire to make us all beggars», not even the 
court that «goes a-begging» (3.1 speech 455). As Ostovich 
suggests, «Queen Henrietta Maria and many other members of 
court were going a-begging at home and in Europe for money to 
fund the cavalier army, in anticipation of the approaching civil 
war».21 On the other hand, the comment has a prophetic allure, 
anticipating the fall of the royal family and the ruin of the 
English court, even if the events that followed the performance 
of the play, such as the civil war, the closing of the theatres and 
the commonwealth were «hardly foreseeable eventualities».22 

In Act 2, Oldrents turns to the beggars in a bid to find some 
relief after the sudden disappearance of his daughters, as the 
                                                        

20 J. Sanders, Beggars’ Commonwealths and the Pre-Civil War Stage: 
Suckling’s The Goblins, Brome’s A Jovial Crew, and Shirley’s The Sisters in 
«The Modern Language Review», 97 (Jan. 2002), 1, pp. 1-14, p. 6. 

21 H. Ostovich (ed.), The Jovial Crew, n. 6601. 
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fortune teller had predicted. The generous squire observes the 
mirth of a group of beggars and wonders: 

Oldrents: What is an estate  
Of wealth and power, balanced with their freedom, 
But a mere load of outward compliment, 
When they enjoy the fruits of rich content? (2.2 speech 313) 

The beggars are caught in a moment of celebration while 
eating, drinking, singing and dancing for the birth of a new-
born baby.23 Like Springlove in the previous act, when Oldrents 
visits the community, he receives a joyful welcome, too. In the 
place «highly asymmetrical relations of power»24 dominate and 
Oldrents’ social superiority is immediately recognised and 
accepted. All the beggars exclaim: «Lord bless his worship! His 
good worship! Bless his worship!» (2.2 speech 320) Within the 
permeable contact zone of the barn, the interaction is not based 
on equality but is governed by hierarchies of power, even 
though there is a genuine curiosity in the beggars’ way of 
living, while the crew shows authentic acceptation of the 
visitors of their community. Oldrents’s attention is attracted by 
the beggar Patrico: 

Patrico: [To Oldrents] Now, bounteous sir, before you go, 
Hear me, the beggar Patrico, 
Or priest, if you do rather choose 
That we no word of canting use. 
Long may you live, and may your store 
Never decay, nor balk the poor, 
And as you more in years do grow, 
May treasure to your coffers flow. 
And may your care no more thereon 
Be set than ours are, that have none, 
But as your riches do increase, 
So may your heart’s content and peace. 

                                                        
23 For the importance of birth, see the example of Pantagruel’s birth, 

discussed by Bakhtin in The Dialogic Imagination, trans. C. Emerson and M. 
Holquist, University of Texas Press, Austin 1981, p. 198.  
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And, after many many years, 
When the poor have quit their fears 
Of losing you, and that with heaven 
And all the world you have made even, 
Then may your blessed posterity, 
Age after age successively 
Until the world shall be untwined, 
Inherit your estate and mind. 
So shall the poor to the last day, 
For you in your succession, pray. (2.2 speech 321)  

Patrico refers to ‘cant’25 (also known as Pedlar’s French) 
which was the technical language, or jargon, of criminals, 
vagabonds and beggars. Sometimes it was so unintelligible that 
it worked as a secret code to conceal important information. On 
the other hand, its use reinforced the sense of belonging to a 
group and the bond among its members rather than «exclude 
outsiders».26 The beggar is open to speak Oldrents’s language, 
namely standard English, and it is his linguistic facility that 
enhances the possibility of a negotiation. This also seems to 
justify Oldrents’s comment on him: he «has more soul than a 
beggar born in him» (2.2 speech 342). Brome’s recourse to cant 
in the play is widespread and explanatory: it mainly recurs in 
the songs, while in the dialogue it is used by the two characters 
whose name is in cant: the Patrico (which means priest) and 
Autem Mort (married woman):  

 
Autem Mort: Go fiddle, Patrico, and let me sing. First set me down 
here on both my prats. Gently, gently, for cracking of my wind, now I 
must use it. Hem, hem. 
 
She sings. 
This is bene booze, this is 
bene booze,  
Too little is my skew.  
I booze no lage, but a whole 

 
This is good drink this is 
good drink,  
Too little is my cup.  
I drink no water, but a whole 

                                                        
25 See also J. Coleman, A History of Cant and Slang Dictionaries, Vol. 1: 

1567-1784, Oxford UP, Oxford 2004.  
26 J. Coleman, A History of Cant and Slang Dictionaries, Vol. 3: 1859-
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gage!  
Of this I’ll booze to you.   
 
This booze is better than rum 
booze;  
It sets the gan a–giggling;  
The autem mort finds better 
sport  
In boozing than in niggling.  
This is bene booze, etc. (2.2 
speech 328)27 

quart pot!  
Of this I’ll drinkto you.  
 
This drink is better than 
wine;  
It sets the mouth a–giggling;  
The married woman finds 
better sport  
In drinking than in 
fornicating.  
This is good drink, etc.  

 
On the other hand, beggars like Autem Mort represent in 

their actions the vulgar humour that Bakhtin associates with the 
carnevalesque, owing to the use of grotesque imagery concerned 
with the body’s orifices. Her song is imbued with canting 
language. Brome mainly relies on vocabulary to provide the 
characters with a linguistic identification as beggars. Yet it is 
basically a literary vocabulary learned from books available at 
the time in such works as Thomas Harman’s A Caveat or 
Warning for Common Cursators (1573),28 The Bellman of 
London (1608) and Dekker’s English Villanies (1638). Brome’s 
cant is also a literary homage to the plays of his mentor Ben 
Jonson and John Fletcher, who experimented extensively with 
cant in The Gypsies Metamorphosed (1621) and in Beggars’ 
Bush (1622) respectively. According to Blake, «nobody could 
have spoken like this; and Brome has not bothered to listen to 
low-class speakers himself».29 The playwright also coined new 
cant words from the literary evidence at his disposal at that time 

                                                        
27 On the left the original speech with cant words in bold, on the right the 
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this work. See W.C. Carroll, Fat King, Lean Beggar, p. 37. 
29 N.F. Blake, Non-Standard Language in English Literature, Andre Deutsch, 

London 1981, p. 95.  
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and this «may be suggesting that society can profitably expand 
along its lower end».30 

2. «You counterfeit villains, hence!» 
 
In Act 3 Brome introduces Amy, a young heiress who joins 

the beggars on a temporary basis and out of necessity. She is 
running away with Martin, her uncle’s greedy clerk, in a bid to 
escape an enforced marriage with the foolish Master Talbot. 
Amy is welcomed by Springlove, spokesman of the values of 
the beggar community, who offers her the best beggar 
hospitality: 

Martin: Good friend, forbear. Here is no master or mistress. We are 
poor folks. Thou seest no worship upon our backs, I am sure. And for 
within we want as much as you, and would as willingly beg, if we 
knew how as well. 
Springlove: Alack for pity. You may have enough. And what I have is 
yours, if you’ll accept it. [He offers food.] Tis wholesome food from a 
good gentleman’s gate ― Alas, good mistress ― Much good do your 
heart. [Aside]How savourly she feeds! 
Martin: What do you mean, to poison yourself? 
Amy: Do you show love in grudging me? 
Martin: Nay, if you think it hurts you not, fall too. I’ll not beguileyou. 
[To Springlove] And here, mine host, something towards your 
reckoning. [Offering money.] 
Amy: This beggar is an angel, sure! 
Springlove: Nothing by way of bargaing, gentle master. ’Tis against 
order and will never thrive. But pray, sir, your reward in charity. (3.2 
speeches 572-578) 

 
In the same act the open-handed Springlove, an angel to 

Amy’s eyes, introduces to the beggar crew the two couples of 
lovers (Rachel, Meriel, Vincent and Hilliard), eager to have 
first-hand experience of a different way of life. In this scene, 
Brome depicts a realistic portrayal of the beggars’ harsh living 
conditions and of the real hunger they suffer. The young 
characters find themselves living an authentic rather than a 
                                                        

30 T. Stern (ed.), A Jovial Crew, p. 25. 
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literary beggar life,31 and experience the hardship of this kind of 
existence, while Springlove laughs at their naiveté and 
weakness: 

Vincent: Is this the life that we admired in others, with envy at their 
happiness? 
Hilliard: Pray let us make virtuous use of it, and repent us of that 
deadly sin — before a greater punishment than famine and lice fall 
upon us — by steering our course homeward. Before I’ll endure such 
another night ――  
Springlove: How now, comrades! Repining already at your fullness of 
liberty? Do you complain of ease? 
Vincent: Ease, call’st thou it? Didst thou sleep tonight? 
Springlove: Not so well these eighteen months, I swear, since my last 
walks. 
Hilliard: Lightning and tempest is out of thy litany. Could not the 
thunder wake thee? 
Springlove: Ha, ha, ha! (3.1 speeches 349-50, 55-59) 

Brome also takes in other aspects related to the relationship 
between language and community, by contrasting real and fake 
cant. The two couples of lovers have to struggle to abandon 
their refined courtly register and manners in a bid to fully 
embrace the lifestyle of that alternative community, with its 
own laws, rituals and colourful cant. The place is turned into a 
theatrical site when Springlove challenges them to approach two 
gentlemen and beg like real vagabonds: 

[Springlove and Vincent step forward to accost the Gentlemen in 
beggars’ voices.] 
 
Springlove: Good, your good worships ― 
Gentleman1: Away, you idle vagabond ― 
Springlove: Your worship’s charity to a poor critter welly starved. 
Vincent: That will duly and truly prea for ye. 
Gentleman 2: You counterfeit villains, hence! [...] 
Vincent: Duly and truly pray for you. 
Gentleman 2: Be gone, I say, you impudent lusty young rascals! 
Gentleman 1: I’ll set you going else. Switch ’em. (3.1 speeches 412-
416, 422-424) 

                                                        
31 Ivi, p. 9. 
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We see Vincent’s disastrous attempts at negotiating 
communication but, in the end, his inability to master the 
beggars’ language makes him prey to the two gentlemen, who 
perceive him as a counterfeit playing at being pauper, and beat 
him with a switch. Springlove, instead, is much more 
convincing in his performance of the patient and humble 
vagrant, revealing his dexterity also in the use of the beggars’ 
body language: 

Springlove: [Aside to Vincent] Nor show an angry look for all the skin 
of our backs. —[Aloud] Ah, the sweetness of that mercy that gives to 
all to move your compassion to the hungry, when it shall seem good 
unto you, and night and day to bless all that you have. Ah, ah! ――  
[Springlove and Vincent run to escape the lashing.] 
Gentleman 2: Come back, sirrah. His patience and humility has 
wrought upon me. 
Vincent: [Returning]Duly and ― 
Gentleman 2: Not you, sirrah. The t’other. You look like a sturdy 
rogue (3.1. speeches 427-430).  
 
 
3. An Upside Down World 
 
As Shaw argues, Brome’s beggar world has «a distinctly 

saturnalia quality».32 At the basis of both Brome’s The 
Antipodes and A Jovial Crew there is what Butler defines as «a 
nexus of popular motifs linked with the Saturnalia—passages 
through release or madness, overturning of degree, flouting of 
authority [...] which in Brome’s hands turn into more 
specifically political, potentially radically critique of Charles’s 
government».33 

This aspect is manifest in Acts 4 and 5, in which the beggars 
plan to perform in a masque and a play. During the celebration 
of a wedding, all the couples join in, willing to take part in a 

                                                        
32 C. M. Shaw, Richard Brome, p. 133.  
33 M. Butler, Theatre and Crisis, p. 220.  
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masque in honour of the beggars, which hides a peace-making 
ideology. 

Vincent: Let us each man try his ability 
Upon some subject now extempore. 
Springlove: Agreed. Give us a theme, and try our action. 
Scribble: I have already thought upon’t. I want but actors. 
 
Hilliard: What persons want you? What would you present? 
Scribble: I would present a commonwealth: Utopia,  
With all her branches and consistencies.  
Rachel: I’ll be Utopia! Who must be my branches? 
 
Scribble: The country, the city, the court, and the camp — epitomized 
and personated by a gentleman, a merchant, a courtier, and a soldier. 
(4.1. speeches 789-95) 

The title of the masque evokes Thomas More’s Utopia, about 
an ideal society and, at the same time, hints at the idea of a 
nation not ruled by an absolute monarch. Brome could not 
envisage that a real commonwealth would be established in 
England in less than ten years’ time. Moreover, in actual fact, 
this performance is a parody of the Caroline masque, a high 
culture court entertainment in contrast with the humble setting 
and the modest performers: «leur masque, non conforme à la 
tradition, ne prend pas le monarque comme dédicataire exclusif 
et comme centre de perspective, mais est à la gloire de la 
communauté mendiante».34 Before they can start rehearsing 
their anti-war play, they are surrounded by police. In the last act 
of the play, all the characters converge at Master Clack’s house, 
the local magistrate, who has arrested the beggars but is willing 
to release them if they put on a good play. 

Clack: Send ’em in, Master Sentwell. Sentwell exits. 
Sit, gentlemen, the players are ready to enter. And here’s a bill of their 
plays. You may take your choice. 

                                                        
34 P. Druet, Les gueux sympathiques de Richard Brome dans A Jovial 

Crew; Or, the Merry Beggars (1641), «XVII-XVIII. Bulletin de la société 
d’études anglo-américaines des XVIIe et XVIIIe siècles», Vol. 56 (2003), 1, 
pp. 105-120. 
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Oldrents: Are they ready for them all in the same clothes? Read ’em, 
good Hearty. 
Hearty: First, here’s The Two Lost Daughters. 
Oldrents: Put me not in mind of the two lost daughters, I prithee. 
What’s the next? 
Hearty: The Vagrant Steward. 
Oldrents: Nor of a vagrant steward. Suresome abuse is meant me. 
Hearty: The old Squire and the Fortune–teller. 
Oldrents: That comes nearer me. Away with it! 
Hearty: The Beggar’s Prophecy. 
Oldrents: All these titles may serve to one play of a story that I know 
too well. I’ll see none of them. 
Hearty: Then here’s The Merry Beggars. 
Oldrents: Ay, that, and let ’em begin. (5.1. speeches 969-79) 

Brome stages a situation reminiscent of the scene from A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which Theseus is presented with 
a list of plays as part of his wedding celebrations. Here Oldrents 
is asked to choose the one he would like to see, while the 
beggars, like Shakespeare’s mechanicals, are going to perform 
it. The winning one, unpretentiously entitled the Merry Beggars 
like the alternative title to the play, retells Oldrents’s family 
history. This metatheatrical performance reinforces the notion 
of contact zone: the positive resolution of the play originates 
from the intercultural encounter between the beggars and the 
two couples who share the stage on which, as happened at 
carnival, «there is a temporary suspension of all hierarchic 
distinctions and barriers among men».35 Moreover, during the 
performance, the Patrico reveals that Springlove is actually 
Oldrents’s illegitimate son, born of a beggar woman. In a sense 
Springlove’s blood unites gentry and beggars, so that Oldrents 
exclaims: «Here are no beggars [...] no rogues, nor players, but 
a select company to fill this house with mirth» (5.1. speech 
1062). 

                                                        
35 P. Morris (ed.), The Bakhtin Reader, Edward Arnold, London 1994, p. 

203.  
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4. Conclusions  
 
The play is the product of a troubled historic and political 

moment, and its positive resolution conceals, only in part, the 
background through the merry beggars. Their community is an 
alternative kingdom that mirrors England and draws attention to 
the economic hardships imposed on the nation by Charles I, an 
over-demanding absolutist sovereign, and the legal and social 
inequities emerging from the king’s autocratic style of 
government. 

Brome investigates the significance of the beggars’ world 
from different perspectives and contributes to better locating it 
within English society. The cultural conflict in A Jovial Crew is 
a carefully constructed negotiation between cultures performed 
in a contact zone, Oldrent’s barn. This shelter turns out to be a 
peculiar contact zone: a space of encounter, but also a site in 
which cultural difference may be explored. It is also a 
metatheatrical space in which Brome plays «with the close 
relationship between theatre’s carnivalesque game-playing and 
the real world just beyond its frame».36 

At the end of the play, the couples of lovers are «chastened 
by their beggar experiences»37 and go back to their previous 
lives with a new awareness. Yet, as Carroll remarks «like any 
disguise in a romance plot, poverty is simply tossed aside at the 
end».38 The characters put down their masks after performing 
their own play on beggary and put on their middle class masks 
again. What remains is uneasiness and the doubt that Brome’s 
warning to Lord Stanley, «the times conspire to make us all 
beggars», may come true in the troubled late Caroline England. 

                                                        
36 J. Sanders, Caroline Drama, p. 68. 
37 T. Stern, A Jovial Crew, p. 3. 
38 W.C. Carroll, Fat King, Lean Beggar, p. 211. 
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ENGLISH AS A LINGUA FRANCA IN THE ITALIAN  
AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASS:  

ISSUES OF SELF-NARRATION AND REFLEXIVITY 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Over the last twenty years, phenomena such as mobility and 

migration have completely transformed the configuration of 
society and its demographic, socio-political, cultural and 
linguistic makeup. The unstoppable flow of people, goods and 
cultures has led the zones crossed to adopt a radical 
diversification process in economic, religious, ethnographical 
and geopolitical terms. The characteristics and dynamics 
generated by this process have stripped away the rhetoric of 
multiculturalism and the melting pot which had previously 
focused on diversity as the pivotal theoretical issue for 
linguistics, sociolinguistics and ethno-linguistics. Since then, 
the metaphors of the bridge and of the encounter between 
cultures have characterised the history of language, and have 
marked the breakthrough of a phenomenology rooted in the 
relation with the other by involving a process of permanent and 
inevitable exchange that affects our present daily life. 
Furthermore, such metaphors have also acquired new 
connotations and implications due to the massive recent shifts 
of migrants and refugees into and across Europe: a movement 
which demands clear definitions in terms of language, 
translation, belonging, mobility, contact, hospitality, nation, 
identity and community, as well as of an analysis of the 
sociolinguistic and cultural implications of such categories in 
host nations. 

From a strictly linguistic point of view, an illustrative 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1 Introduction and paragraph 2. 
2 Paragraph 3, Conclusions and Appendix. 
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example of this change might be the forming of new geo-
localities and linguistic identities, represented by those speakers 
who can creatively negotiate place, space and identity through 
the use of English as a Lingua Franca in today’s context of 
migration emergency. Specifically, this research focuses on the 
use of English as a Lingua Franca in the context of Italian as a 
Foreign Language class and on the role that ELF may display 
either as a barrier or as a bridge, thus affecting the relationship 
between the Italian teacher and the migrant as a learner. The 
issue of extending the use of ELF could perhaps look more into 
the problematics of such a choice in that it may limit mutual 
understanding since in non-English-speaking environments, it 
would create a socio-cultural ‘void’ which might be an obstacle 
to understanding, despite the extra-linguistic strategies adopted. 
In particular, since migration has strongly contributed to the 
acquisition and the use of English as a first, second and foreign 
language and to the burgeon of new Englishes all over the 
world, 3  the traditional knowledge of language as a social 
projection of territorial unity – held together by shared 
behavioural norms, beliefs and values – is problematised and 
the alternative paradigm of English as a contact language is 
introduced together with issues of reflexivity and self-
translation in foreign-language teaching and learning.4  

 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 D. Crystal, English as a Global Language, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge 1997; J. Jenkins, English as a Lingua Franca: Attitude and 
Identity, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2007; P. Trudgill, Sociolinguistic 
Variation and Chance, Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh 2001. 

4 C. Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves 
and Others, Routledge, London 20102; J. Byrd Clark, F. Dervin, Introduction, 
in J. Byrd Clark, F. Dervin (eds.), Reflexivity and Multimodality in Language 
Education: Rethinking Multilingualism and Interculturality in Accelerating, 
Complex and Transnational Spaces, Routledge, London 2014, pp. 1-62. 
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2. Language Is a Contact Zone: English as a Lingua Franca 
in the Context of the Italian as a Foreign Language Class 

 
Drawing on these premises, the theoretical reflection 

proposed in this essay focuses on the emergence of a new 
geopolitical scenario in which an unprecedented vision of 
language and language contact is taking shape: a vision able to 
problematise new intercultural relations such as those among 
IFL teachers and the newly arrived migrants in Southern Italy as 
learners. In this scenario, migration contributes to the intense 
circulation of peoples, goods and cultures, and less explicitly to 
hierarchical and hegemonic power relations between territories 
and their inhabitants. Languages, and the borders they establish, 
are essential to such movements and relations. But no language 
is innocent or neutral, for it reflects and structures our ideology 
and worldviews. This is particularly easy to observe when 
taking into consideration the use of ELF along the 
Mediterranean routes where migration flows and transnational 
interests are leading to new models of social knowledge and 
new contacts between people with different linguistic and 
cultural heritages. As a consequence, transnational contact 
within various cultural, economic and social contexts reinforce 
interaction between languages and language groups, and lead 
the migrant subjects to carry their cultural heritage with them, 
while adapting it to local contexts. In this light, it is possible to 
understand language contact and exchange between the Italian 
teacher and the migrant learner as figures of hospitality, i.e. 
creating a fundamental way to welcome the other into her/his 
own world, in class as well as in life. Underpinning such an 
unprecedented linguistic scenery, we might evoke Prete’s 
conception of language and translation as an ethical and 
political act, as the ability to recognise and receive the other 
within one’s linguistic space: 

Translating means hosting someone, a foreigner, in one’s own home. I 
often use the image of hospitality, an anthropological image that has 
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to do with nomadism and Mediterraneity: nomads would host any 
traveller in transit in their tent. Nomadic hospitality presupposes a 
non-rootedness in any one place. Translation works similarly. Those 
who think language is a place that only belongs to us in its partiality 
(for languages are plural) are more open to hosting another language 
in the home of their own language.5 

As is made evident by some of the testimonies in the 
interviews with IFL teachers discussed in the next section, 
Prete’s language and translation poetics can be detected in the 
intercultural relations established and practised in their classes. 
Specifically, the sense of identification and involvement with 
the migrants as learners, with their stories and situations, leads 
most of the IFL teachers to conceive their language-teaching 
practice as a an act of ‘unconditional hospitality’ that, as Derrida6 
suggests, is a way of receiving the other and establishing better 
forms of relation between people without asking for anything in 
return, without raising barriers or building walls, without laying 
down inviolable rules. Almost all of the testimonies gathered 
from the teachers (see appendix) show how hospitality is not 
only crucial to their teaching practice but also to their model of 
pluri-lingual, participative and active citizenship that recalls 
Derrida’s sense of welcoming the other with all her/his 
diversity, of unconditionally offering one’s hand to all that is 
new and alien. Derrida’s unconditional hospitality is particularly 
relevant within the contemporary debate on migration, because 
it does not provide an idealistic or idealised vision of opening to 
the other, but it outlines the profiles of a geography of proximity 
marked by the ancient hospes-hostis dichotomy denoting the 
complexity, ambiguity, uncertainty, unpredictability and 
contingency of the relation with the other. Thus, while on one 
hand the foreigner, the migrant for economic purposes or the 
asylum seeker are provided with a ruled hospitality, depending 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

5 V. Gramigna, Interview with Antonio Prete, in Id. (ed.), Tradurre. Voci 
dagli «altri», Edizioni B.A. Graphis, Bari 2007, p. 123, my translation. 

6 J. Derrida, Hospitality, «Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities», 
Vol. 5 (2000), 3. 
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on law, time, state, police, closure and the separation of spaces, 
on the other hand, more fluid forms of unconditional hospitality 
are emerging, and the practice of ELF in the context of the IFL 
class may be seen as one of these. 

In such a context, a double threshold of hospitality is coming 
to light: on one hand, the migrant as a learner comes into 
contact with the teachers’ space and language, and forces them 
to change, to cohabit differently within their own space and 
language; on the other, the IFL teachers experience a 
dislocation, a transfer to the other side, to a decentred point 
from which they can observe themselves and the world, 
positioned between languages, responding to the partiality of 
each language with a border trespass, thus exposing the richness 
entailed by language plurality. In this light, the IFL class stands 
out as a kind of ‘contact zone’ that contains the most 
intrinsically hospitable dimension, insofar as it is exercised by 
the teacher’s presence, as s/he can look the other in the eye and 
embark on a tireless exercise of listening, which is the first 
move towards establishing intercultural relations. In the IFL 
classroom, language teaching is enriched by the experience of 
contact with the other, recalling what Robinson7 calls «dialogical 
bodies» as a way to reveal how most teachers working in contact 
zones of migration opt for certain words and sentences; not 
because they are abiding by some abstract code of allegedly 
interiorised rules, but because they at times instinctively or 
empathetically respond to messages or impulses sent by the 
body. For example, this leads them to feel that a certain word or 
sentence is the right one. Furthermore, the teachers can also 
translate for the migrant; her/his words have an evocative 
power; they let memories return, take the migrant back in time 
and back in touch with her/his experience. As intended here, 
language is hospitable by its own nature because we all are 
invited to experience a broader intimacy with the other and to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

7 D. Robinson, The Translator’s Turn, The John Hopkins University, 
Baltimore (MD) 1991. 
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welcome those who are transiting. Hospitality towards those 
who migrate, the recognition of their rights – asylum, 
healthcare, education, work, citizenship – also concerns 
language as a baggage of identity, memory and belonging. For 
those who migrate, preserving such a relationship with their 
native language means being able to establish a relation with the 
inhabitants of the host country starting from their own culture. 
The experience of migration dislocates people as well as 
languages and only the acceptance of language plurality, of the 
polyphony of stories, language manners and cultures allows for 
intercultural exchange. Using ELF in the context of the IFL 
classroom means enacting the relationship with the other, in all 
possible figures, with losses and compensations, 
misunderstanding and dialogue, separation and listening, 
unfamiliarity. In the contemporary migration scenario, full of 
more or less predictable conflicts and tensions, language is a 
texture of sense and sound that, in its interstices, in its empty 
spaces, in its at times unspeakable silences, offers the double 
threshold of a contagious and unexpected hospitality. 

Against this background, this research investigates the 
possibility of developing an ELF communication that can be 
recognised and even shared by both IFL teachers and migrants 
as learners. With this purpose, it might be worth specifying that 
‘ELF’ is a term including «the conventional notion of ‘fossilised 
interlanguages’, as well as of those varieties of English defined 
as pidgin and creole»,8 but that seems to be evolving towards 
what Canagarajah defines ‘translingual practice’: 9  one that, 
while recognising norms and conventions established by 
dominant institutions and social groups within given contexts, is 
more closely focused on the fact that speakers can negotiate 
such norms according to their own repertoires and translingual 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 M. Guido, English as a Lingua Franca in Cross-cultural Immigration 

Domains, Peter Lang, Bern 2008, p. 24. 
9 S. Canagarajah, Translingual Practice. Global Englishes and Cosmopolitan 

Relations, Routledge, London 2013. 
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practices. In this perspective, since languages are not 
necessarily in conflict with each other but desirably complete 
each other, their interrelation has to be tied in more dynamic 
terms – abandoning the duality intrinsic in labels such as 
mono/multi, mono/pluri and mono/poly.  

The hybrid, permeable and translingual nature of ELF is 
experienced in the first person by numerous IFL teachers, as 
shown in the next section of this paper. Their testimonies 
unconsciously seem to echo Canagarajah’s10 motto according to 
which «we are all translinguals» in contact zones and we speak 
a flexible, contingent, unstable bridge language, suited to the 
cooperative co-construction of meaning, leading to successful 
intercultural communication. A consequence stemming from 
this practice is not only the sense of ease and familiarity that the 
Italian teachers and the migrants as learners feel towards the 
Lingua Franca within the classroom, but also the creation of 
hybrid and inclusive language formulas for contact with other 
languages, reflecting both the re-territorialisation needs and the 
will of the speakers. 

The analysis of the testimonies in the next section foregrounds 
the emergence of experiential implications in the use of ELF in 
IFL teaching and learning practices, but it also refers to a more 
specifically linguistic level that helps to re-think the concept of 
English itself as a Lingua Franca and contact practice. According 
to Canagarajah,11 English as a contact language needs to be 
regarded as a variety in its own right, moving and transforming 
along with the migration flows of subjects transiting through 
border zones and who, while interacting with language mediators, 
resort to personal English varieties. Such considerations almost 
inevitably remind us of Pratt’s12 idea of ‘contact linguistics’13 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

10 S. Canagarajah, Translingual Practice, p. 2. 
11 Ibidem. 
12 M.L. Pratt, Linguistic Utopia, in N. Fabb, D. Attridge, A. Durant and C. 

MacCabe (eds.), The Linguistics of Writing: Arguments between Language 
and Literature, Manchester University Press, Manchester 1987, pp. 48-66; 
M.L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 (1991), pp. 33-34. 
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that allows for the observation of the formation of new geo-
localities and new language policies in the light of the numerous 
contaminations of global cultural flows fleeing from 
neocolonial dystopias and hegemonic discourses of abuse and 
language extinction, and to embrace new practices of linguistic 
and cultural crossover. The hypothesis implicit in this work is that 
the recovery of ‘situatedness’,14 which is the contextualisation of 
the interactions between migrants and mediators and the 
recognition of their sociocultural contexts and pragmatic-linguistic 
dimensions, gives rise to mutual understanding and transcultural 
exchange among participants. As stated by Guido,15 this awareness 
can guarantee communicative success that is essential to specialist 
interaction domains such as those related to IFL teachers 
interacting with migrants as learners. In cases like this, the 
dialogic co-construction of an ELF discourse that is accessible 
and acceptable for the non-Italian participants may be obtained 
through linguistic and extra-linguistic strategies that IFL 
teachers can adopt during lessons, not only for communicative 
purposes, but also to ‘accommodate’ the foreign learners in the 
class. 

More specifically, Meierkord16 identifies a series of language 
features generated in the contact zones that can be summarised 
as: total correspondence to the rules of L1 English varieties; 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

13 In recent years, the field of contact linguistics has been widely studied. 
Individual studies and collections have been published, e.g., J. McWhorter, The 
Language Hoax: Why the World Looks the Same in Any Language, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 2000; C. Myers-Scotton, Contact Linguistics: 
Bilingual Encounters and Grammatical Outcomes, University Press, Oxford 
2002; D. Winford, An Introduction to Contact Linguistics, Blackwell, Malden 
(MA) 2003; B. Heine, T. Kuteva, Language Contact and Grammatical Change, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2004, all of which consider the effect 
of contact between languages on their ensuing development.	  

14  J. Gumperz, Discourse Strategies, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge 1982. 

15 M. Guido, English as a Lingua Franca in Cross-cultural Immigration 
Domains, p. 26. 

16 C. Meierkord, Syntactic Variation in Interactions across International 
Englishes, «English Worldwide», 25 (2004), 1, p. 128. 
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transfer phenomena, development models and nativised forms; 
simplification, regularisation and levelling processes. Simplification 
is but one of the language accommodation strategies adopted to 
ease communication or to enhance understanding.17 Among others, 
it might be worth mentioning morphological adaptation through 
the use of simple grammar structures, lexical repetition for the sake 
of clarity and unambiguous messages,18 reassuring tone of voice 
and pronunciation, slower elocution and length of both utterances 
and pauses.19 However, accommodation strategies also include 
extra-linguistic components such as body language (e.g. smiling 
eyes, body positioning, gestures, facial expressions) and 
behaviour – for example when ignoring (standard violating) 
‘mistakes’ and redundancy. Hesitations and silences are often 
used strategically, too, as they are helpful when amending, 
clarifying or contextualising a misunderstanding, according to 
what Firth20 defines as ‘let it pass’ and ‘make it normal’ principles.  

Both linguistic and extra-linguistic strategies serve to 
enhance the role of ELF in contact zones as a collaborative 
negotiation practice that does not necessarily imply the vision of 
contact as a harmonic, neutral or apolitical zone. Contact zones 
as border zones are places where it is possible to experiment 
with both a dynamic and cultural exchange and the power 
asymmetries that make the interacting subjects’ experiences 
conflictual and even painful. The use of English as a contact 
language in the context of IFL teaching and learning also 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 A. Cogo, Accommodating Difference in ELF Conversations: A Study of 

Pragmatic Strategies, in A. Mauranen, E. Ranta (eds.), English as a Lingua 
Franca: Studies and Findings, Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Newcastle 
2009, p. 254. 

18 A. Mauranen, Hybrid Voices: English as the Lingua Franca of Academics, 
in K. Føttum (ed.), Language and DisciplinePerspectives on Academic Discourse, 
Cambridge Scholars, Newcastle 2007, pp. 243-259.  

19 M. Rudvin, C. Spinzi, Mediazione Linguistica e Interpretariato, Clueb, 
Bologna 2013. 

20  A. Firth, The Discursive Accomplishment of Normality, in ‘Lingua 
Franca’ English and Conversation Analysis, «Journal of Pragmatics», 26 
(1996), pp. 237-259. 
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reminds us of another recent theoretical paradigm elaborated by 
the Japanese sociologist Yukio Tsuda,21 who describes a global 
society structured hierarchically, on top of which there are the 
L1 English speakers, followed by L2 speakers and speakers of 
English as a foreign language, while at the bottom there are 
those who cannot speak it at all. In particular, to contrast the 
threat represented by the sole use of English as a hegemonic 
language, Tsuda proposes a model defined as «the ecology of 
languages»22 that called for an education to multilingualism 
through efficient and democratic strategies, such as the above-
mentioned ones of accommodation, aimed at spreading the use 
of English as a Lingua Franca without necessarily neutralising 
the presence of other languages and cultures, providing speakers 
with an awareness of equality in communication, language 
rights, cultural and linguistic pluralism. 

The linguistic reflections proposed so far encourage an 
innovative theoretical and methodological approach, including 
analyses concerning the plurality and pluri-centrism that 
characterise English nowadays, in the growing and complex 
polyhedral nature of its contexts of use. As a consequence, we 
are guided to perceive and recognise the creative power of the 
new linguistic models born around English – a language that is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

21  Y. Tsuda, The Hegemony of English and Strategies for Linguistic 
Pluralism: Proposing the Ecology of Language Paradigm, in M.K. Asante, 
Y. Miike and J. Yin (eds.), The Global Intercultural Communication Reader, 
Routledge, London 2008, pp. 167-178. 

22 More specifically, through two opposite paradigms, Tsuda’s research 
sharply expressed the multiple dimensions of linguistic policies. To the 
paradigm of the global expansion of the English language he associates the 
following phenomena: capitalism, science and technology, modernisation, 
monolingualism, globalisation and ideological internationalisation, 
transnationalism, Americanisation and homogenisation of world culture(s), 
linguistic, cultural and media imperialism. On the contrary, the paradigm of 
language ecology is identified with the following features: respect for human 
rights, equality of communication rights, multilingualism, linguistic and 
cultural preservation, protection of national sovereignty, the stimulation of 
foreign-language learning (Y. Tsuda, The Hegemony of English and 
Strategies for Linguistic Pluralism). 
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becoming less and less monolithic and more adaptable for 
negotiation, as outlined by the linguist Pennycook who, in 
defining the new varieties of English as ‘Plurilithic Englishes’,23 
tries to systematise and problematise the principles and 
conditions that might shape these new variations of English (i.e. 
‘Englishes’). In particular, we accept Pennycook’s invitation to 
free ourselves from the academic obsession with reproducing 
circles, tubes and boxes – which has been done by linguists such 
as Kachru24 and McArthur for a long time – and to take into 
consideration those trans-idiomatic practices (Jaquemet) such as 
ELF in the context of the IFL classroom that help to negotiate 
rather than to prescribe the linguistic norms, agency, locality 
and context of the speaker during interaction. Only an 
awareness of the need for alternative methods and re-readings 
that oppose the monolithic and hegemonic vision of English 
language use can lead to the affirmation of the interdisciplinary 
and intercultural space that Ortiz defined as ‘transculturation’, 
namely a zone in which different languages and cultures 
converge syncretically, without hierarchies or censorship. 

 
 
3. IFL Teachers’ Testimonies as a Case Study of Self-

Narration and Reflexivity 
 
As Julie Byrd Clark et al. highlight, linguistic landscapes are 

constantly changing as fluxes of immigration continue to 
reconfigure traditionally conceived identities, language 
practices, and notions of community.25 While on one hand, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23  A. Pennycook, Cultural Politics of English as an International 

Language, Longman, London 1994. 
24 B. Kachru Braj, Standards, Codification, and Sociolinguistic Realism: 

The English Language in the Outer Circle, in R. Quirk and H.G. Widdowson 
(eds.), English in the World: Teaching and Learning the Language and 
Literatures, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1985, pp. 11-30. 

25 J. Byrd Clark, F. Dervin, Introduction, in J. Byrd Clark and F. Dervin 
(eds.), Reflexivity and Multimodality in Language Education: Rethinking 
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standard language ideologies are still reproduced, on the other, 
researchers have been increasingly questioning homogeneous 
views of language and their own engagement in 
learning/teaching practices. With the increasing number of 
multilingual students from diverse backgrounds participating in 
language education programmes, there is a growing need to 
rethink pedagogy to reflect the complexity of the linguistic 
repertoires and sociocultural practices at stake in the classroom. 
As outlined in the previous paragraph, a pedagogy based on an 
‘ecology of languages’, as proposed by Yuko Tsuda, requires 
efficient and democratic strategies. 

Therefore, developing reflexivity, namely criticality and 
awareness, is considered extremely important for language 
teachers because «language educators worldwide are being 
called upon to produce effective human capital».26 This is even 
more crucial in the context of the Italian as a Foreign Language 
(IFL) classroom in migration contexts, given the often tragic 
and diverse backgrounds of the students and the cultural 
complexity of the classes where Anglophones, Francophones 
and Arabophones are put together. This section focuses on the 
perspectives of four selected IFL teachers as they pertain to the 
development of basic language skills in multilingual classes 
where students are asylum seekers, refugees or unaccompanied 
minors. The emergence of personal narratives (of teachers and 
students) in this context is in contrast with the most popular 
representation of migrants as undifferentiated masses of people.  

The data were collected through a series of interviews and 
lesson observations conducted in Puglia (Southern Italy) from 
September 2016 to March 2017, and were partially included in a 
previous work focused on teachers and learners’ linguistic 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Multilingualism and Interculturality in Accelerating, Complex and 
Transnational Spaces, Routledge, London 2014, p. 129. 

26 C. Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching Selves 
and Others; J. Byrd Clark and F. Dervin, Introduction. 
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mitigation strategies.27 The Italian L2 teachers selected work for 
the SPRAR project (‘Sistema di Protezione per Richiedenti 
Asilo e Rifugiati’) and for some NGOs that cooperate in the 
regional management of the current ‘migrant crisis’. The 
following table is a sample of the questionnaire used to conduct 
the semi-structured interviews with the teachers.  

 
Questionnaire Sample: 
 

Personal data Specific questions  
 
 

Other 

Gender: 
Name and Surname: 
Place of birth: 
Education: 
Previous Experience: 
Experience abroad: 
Motivation: 
Recruitment:  
Languages Spoken: 

Number of students in 
each class:  
Age (average): 
Gender (%): 
Nationalities: 
Motivation: 
Course organisation 
(levels, materials and 
tests): 
Use of ELF:  

Reflect on:  
- self-translation and 
autobiographical 
practices;  
- strategies used for 
accommodation, 
simplification and 
management of 
intercultural 
conflicts; 
- use of elements of 
Italian/foreign 
culture. 

 
The interviews, conducted on the basis of the questionnaire 

that served as a guideline, were influenced by contingent 
factors: the emotions expressed by teachers, the location where 
interviews were conducted, the teachers’ degree of knowledge 
and involvement in their students’ socio-cultural conditions, 
their theoretical awareness and personal motivation. They all 
responded with enthusiasm to the challenge of examining their 
own teaching practices, sharing their reflections on both 
theoretical knowledge and actual practice with the interviewers. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27  In L. Carbonara, A. Taronna, ELF as a Self-translation Practice: 

towards a Pedagogy of Contact in the Italian as a Foreign Language (IFL) 
Classroom, «Cultus», 10 (2017).  
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This part of the research work was grounded on the assumption 
that research/teaching practices should constantly be questioned. 
In Byrd Clark and Dervin’s words:  

Awareness […] appears to carry with it at least three issues/aspects: 
(1) the betterment of the human being/citizen/person through research 
and/or lived experiences and learning about one’s self via others, (2) 
something to overcome, and (3) a need to become aware of the 
illusions of the social world as well as our own representations and 
engagements with them.28  

Along the same lines as Byrd Clark and Dervin, reflexivity 
has been analysed in the work of discourse analysts and 
linguists, as well as numerous scholars in a variety of other 
disciplines, such as Fairclough, 29  Kramsch, 30  Pennycook, 31 
Canagarajah32 etc., focusing on the reflexivity of the self, on the 
reflexivity of the other or on the complex connections between 
the two. In this article, the reflexivity of the other is central, 
since the research project was aimed at monitoring the level of 
awareness of IFL teachers in migration contexts and, ultimately, 
to help them develop a deeper understanding of their teaching 
practices by encouraging reflexivity.  

The dynamics at play in the language classroom have been 
described through the use of a variety of figures, images and 
metaphors over time: ‘mind as a container’, ‘learner as builder’, 
‘teacher as coach’, ‘learner as participant’, ‘teacher as 
performer’ etc.33 In this specific context, the teaching/learning 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

28 J. Byrd Clark, F. Dervin, Introduction, p. 23. 
29 N. Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis, Longman, London 1995. 
30 C. Kramsch, 9/11: Foreign Languages between Knowledge and Power, 

«Applied Linguistic», 26 (2005), IV, pp. 545–567. 
31  A. Pennycook, Language as a Local Practice, Routledge, London 

2010. 
32 S. Canagarajah, Language Rights and Postmodern Conditions, «Journal 

of Language, Identity, and Education», 3 (2004), II, pp. 140-145; Id., 
Rhetoricizing Reflexivity, «Journal of Language, Identity, and Education», 4 
(2005), IV, pp. 309-315. 

33 M.T. Northcote and T. Fetherston, New Metaphors for Teaching and 
Learning in a University Context, Conference Papers, Paper 18, 2006. http:// 
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practice is inevitably influenced by the environment in which 
teachers and students find themselves, such as: the location and 
size of the classrooms (that can be very small or extremely 
large), the variable number of students in the class (from one to 
thirty or more) and the constant arrival and departure of students 
(as a consequence of the students’ critical situation in terms of 
post-traumatic syndromes and their political/social status).  

The constant act of self-translation, which is unavoidable in 
such multilingual contexts, can be seen as a possibility to 
explore multilingualism and hybridity, a way to give voice to 
plural autobiographies. Furthermore, the way teachers reflect on 
their teaching practice is essential in the process of rethinking of 
new pedagogies, as the following examples will show. The 
extracts chosen for analysis (see the appendix) were taken from 
the larger corpus compiled in 2016-17 and refer to: 1) teacher 1: 
from the Lecce area; teachers 2 and 3: from the Bari area; 
teacher 4: from the Taranto area:  

- Teacher 1: 30 years old, Degree in Political Science – No CEDILS 
- Teacher 2: 32 years old, Degree in Philosophy – CEDILS 
- Teacher 3: 41 years old, Degree in Modern Italian Literature –   
   DITALS  
- Teacher 4: (unaccompanied minors course) – 26 years old, Degree in 
Foreign Languages and Literatures – Didactics courses taken as an 
undergraduate  

Questions and answers were selected in order to show the 
teachers’ attitudes towards their role as cultural mediators and 
educators, their awareness of cross-linguistic practices and 
socio-cultural conflicts and the incidence of self-translation and 
autobiography. A certain degree of reflexivity emerged from all 
the interviews, although the teachers that possess specific 
teaching certificates appear more aware of didactic and 
pedagogical issues (at least, they have autonomously asked 
themselves similar kinds of questions over time). Indeed, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
research.avondale.edu.au/edu_conferences/18, p. 253, last accessed February, 
27, 2017. 
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analysis of the following extracts shows that despite the fact all 
teachers try to establish an intercultural dialogue in class and 
expose themselves autobiographically, certified teachers 
demonstrate a deeper understanding of learning/teaching 
dynamics and a deeper reflexivity attitude, also with regard to 
the use of English as a Lingua Franca.  

Attention was focused on four main aspects: creation of trust, 
autobiography/self-translation, linguistic dynamics, and 
teaching practices. The following answers were selected 
because they specifically highlight the teachers’ attitudes 
towards the class environment, the role autobiography and self-
translation play in such delicate contexts, the linguistic 
dynamics in the class, and the awareness of their own teaching 
practice. The creation of trust appears as a conditio sine qua non 
in all interviews, as well as the necessity to establish a 
relationship with the students, based on shared autobiographical 
elements (when possible). The peculiarity of such a teaching 
environment helps the teachers develop a stronger sense of 
awareness of their role as mediators and educators.  
 
Creation of trust:  
 
T1: Sì. Se so che sta arrivando una persona che parla una lingua 
mandinga, io mi presento e dico: «Ma tu parli mandingo?», 
cerco di dirlo nella loro lingua in modo più corretto possibile 
[…] Loro si sentono molto più liberi di esprimersi, hanno 
maggiore fiducia, anche se mi devono chiedere qualcosa. 
Comunque, mi vedono non come un’amica, ma come una 
persona che cerca d’immedesimarsi. 
T2: Sì. Mi diverto anche a imparare il pidgin English, la lingua 
parlata dai nigeriani, che sta contagiando anche gli altri 
beneficiari. Per cui, invece di dire «How are you?», glielo 
chiedo in pidgin English «How far?» che è molto divertente. Ci 
identifica come gruppo perché è una cosa che facciamo tra 
di noi ma non con altre persone.  
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T3: Quando li incontro la prima volta parlo di me: «I have two 
kids» etc. Questa cosa li rassicura. Il fatto che loro colgano che 
tu non hai problemi a parlare di te, va bene. Ma allo stesso 
tempo meglio non chiederglielo. A volte ho chiesto della 
famiglia e mi rendevo conto che pensare lì era motivo di 
sofferenza. Non lo faccio più. Arrivano a parlare di sé 
quando li hai conquistati. Di alcuni allievi sono arrivata a 
sapere morte e miracoli: mi hanno anche mostrato le ferite di 
guerra. 
T4: Insomma, non dev’essere un apprendimento sterile ma 
lo faccio diventare culturale, personale, emotivo. Io 
considero molto l’aspetto autobiografico. Per creare nella mia 
aula un ambiente che li accolga, loro rivedono in me una 
figura femminile materna (che hanno lasciato). 
 
Autobiography / Self-translation  
 
T1: Sì, per esempio parlando del mio matrimonio, mi 
sposerò a breve, abbiamo fatto un confronto su come il 
matrimonio funziona in Italia o in un altro Paese. Oppure 
anche sulla condizione della donna in Italia, nel mondo, nei loro 
Paesi […] È importante confrontare le culture, è importante che 
loro capiscano la nostra, ma anche che noi capiamo la loro. Si 
crea uno scambio. 
 
T2: Sì, non c’è mai una concezione distaccata rispetto anche 
agli aspetti quotidiani come la lite con il fidanzato, la lite con 
la coinquilina. Il duro compito dell’insegnante d’italiano è 
cercare di comunque fare lezione perché loro devono imparare, 
siamo lì per quello; però anche fargli capire che non sono solo 
il file di lingua italiana che si accende e si spegne ma che 
sono lì per aiutarli, naturalmente in lingua inglese. In quel caso 
si fa uso dell’inglese, quando siamo in pausa parliamo inglese.  
T3: Quando li incontro la prima volta parlo di me: I have 
two kids etc. Questa cosa li rassicura. Il fatto che loro 
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colgano che tu non hai problemi a parlare di te, va bene. Ma 
allo stesso tempo meglio non chiederglielo. 
T4: Racconto anche di me, per creare empatia. Scherzo. Io 
estrapolo molto dalla vita reale per le lezioni, per esempio, 
hanno l’abitudine di lasciare i rubinetti aperti, dunque, prossima 
lezione: l’acqua! Poi io chiedo molto delle loro culture, il cibo 
per esempio. E loro mi fanno domande e lamentele. 
 
Linguistic dynamics 
 
T1: Soprattutto che loro si auto-traducono. A volte iniziano a 
parlare in italiano e finiscono in l’inglese, altre anche il 
contrario perché magari ci pensano e in quel momento gli 
viene spontaneo usare l’italiano. 
T2: Lo svolgimento reale di un corso d’italiano è ben diverso 
da quello che ho studiato, bisogna capire quando la 
metodologia può essere applicata o quando deve subentrare 
il lato umano. Chi parte da zero utilizza espressioni semplici 
come «buongiorno» perciò è molto più semplice con loro fare 
riferimento ad immagini, gesti o espressioni del volto di modo 
da utilizzare solo la lingua italiana. La lingua inglese è molto 
utile quando si passa alle parole astratte, ai verbi che non 
possono essere spiegati graficamente. 
T3: Ovviamente sì. Si sbloccano, hanno qualcosa di cui parlare. 
Quando hai la lingua di mezzo è davvero un sollievo per 
tutti. Un giorno sono arrivata a lavoro e l’educatore mi ha detto 
che c’era una ragazza che parlava solo francese, analfabeta. 
Quando ho risposto, in francese, che non c’erano problemi, lei 
si è illuminata […] Allora, sì, è complesso. Io insegno italiano 
in inglese e chiedo loro di «think in Italian» mentre io sto 
pensando in inglese! Quando le due parti si auto-traducono si 
crea una lingua di mezzo. Il codice che devi trovare sta lì 
dentro. Tutti adattiamo la lingua che stiamo usando per 
farci capire.  
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T4: Ci sono tanti fenomeni linguistici che si creano. Si crea 
una terza Lingua Franca, ibrida. Fatta molto di suoni anche. 
Loro sanno che quando dico, tipo, «allora» sto richiamando 
l’attenzione. Mi fanno anche l’imitazione.  
 
Teaching practice  
 
T1: Si tratta anche di creare un rapporto di fiducia, perché 
se capiscono che io cerco di imparare la loro lingua, loro 
sviluppano un maggior interesse nell’imparare il mio modo di 
pensare e di parlare. 
T2: Se volete vi posso anche specificare che impegnarsi per 
fornire alle persone uno strumento che possono spendere 
per inserirsi positivamente in una società, secondo me è 
molto filosofico. La mia concezione della filosofia è 
assolutamente concreta. Per questo la mia formazione è così 
variegata e non è strano per me insegnare italiano, anche se ho 
studiato filosofia.  
T3: Uso molto le espressioni, la gestualità. Sto attenta al tono 
della voce però. Urlare significa che temo che tu non capisca. 
Usare un tono della voce friendly è importante. E allo stesso 
tempo lavoro sul loro tono di voce. Io, quando parlo del mio 
mestiere, dico che faccio comunicazione.  
T4: Insegnare non è solo insegnare, è anche apprendere. 
Perché nello stesso tempo in cui io insegno la lingua italiana 
faccio scoperte sul meccanismo della lingua e del linguaggio. 
Trovo sempre nuove strategie per insegnare italiano sulla 
base della lingua del ricevente.  

 
As highlighted in the selected quotations, the teachers 

represent themselves as crucial actors in the process of inclusion 
of their students, who they often call ‘beneficiaries’ (since they 
are enrolled in a national programme for the protection and 
inclusion of asylum seekers and refugees), in the community 
life of the host country. The creation of trust is based on the 
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establishment of a relationship with the students, who are made 
to consider the teachers as people they can count on (e.g.: «mi 
vedono non come un’amica, ma come una persona che cerca 
d’immedesimarsi/they don’t see me as a friend, but as someone 
who tries to empathise with them» – T1; «loro rivedono in me 
una figura femminile maternal/they see me as a motherly 
figure» – T4).34 This is also the basis of the following step, 
which is the exchange of autobiographical material that is 
important for both the relationship and the learning practice 
(e.g.: «Questa cosa li rassicura. Il fatto che loro colgano che tu 
non hai problemi a parlare di te/This thing reassures them. The 
fact that you don’t have problems in speaking about yourself» – 
T3; «Racconto anche di me, per creare empatia/I also speak 
about myself, to create empathy» – T4). The linguistic and self-
translation dynamics account for the cultural and emotional 
complexity of the class environment, where teachers have to 
constantly consider the specificity of the situation (e.g.: «Lo 
svolgimento reale di un corso d’italiano è ben diverso da quello 
che ho studiato, bisogna capire quando la metodologia può 
essere applicata o quando deve subentrare il lato umano/The 
real execution of an Italian language course is a lot different 
from what I studied, you have to understand when methodology 
can be applied and when the human aspect has to be 
considered» – T2; «Ci sono tanti fenomeni linguistici che si 
creano. Si crea una terza Lingua Franca, ibrida/There are lots 
of linguistic phenomena. A third hybrid Lingua Franca is 
created» – T4).  

T3, in particular, clearly affirms that «sono sempre allievi 
che hanno bisogno di una cura maggiore/they are always 
students that need greater care», stressing her awareness of the 
psychological implications of the experience of forced 
migration. Defining herself as a communicator, she reports the 
use of gestures, facial expressions and the tone of voice in the 
teaching practice, confirming Byrd Clark and Dervin’s 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

34 Where not otherwise specified, the translation is mine.  
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statement:  

Reflexivity takes into account the ways in which we make and index 
meaning (e.g., through gestures, voice, movement, music, online 
discussions, signing, texts, styles, recordings, drawings, etc.) – that is 
the complex, overlapping, and multiple modes of representations that 
allow us to configure (and reconfigure) the social world – but more 
importantly, the ways in which we invest in certain social meanings 
and representations (e.g., in this case, multilingualism, identities, etc.), 
as well as in our performances of them.35 

T4 reports that she also educates them (in her case, 
unaccompanied minors) with regard to social or environmental 
rules, whereas T1 concentrates on the necessity to show interest 
in the students’ languages and cultures in order to create a 
positive class atmosphere. T2 proves particularly focused on her 
social role, by saying that «impegnarsi per fornire alle persone 
uno strumento che possono spendere per inserirsi positivamente 
in una società, secondo me è molto filosofico/committing to 
providing people with a tool they can positively use to become 
part of society is highly philosophical for me». In different ways 
and to various degrees, they all consider teaching as a life 
practice and reflect on their personal engagement in the job. 
Since the ultimate objective of Italian L2 courses for refugees 
and asylum seekers is the acquisition of a sufficient level of 
written and spoken language in order to interact in the social 
context of the country, the teachers have to mediate between 
this and the human factor, urging them to consider biographical 
aspects. In this process, they become personally involved as 
human beings and start to share, rethink and reshape their own 
pedagogies and autobiographies.  

 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 J. Byrd Clark, F. Dervin, Introduction, p. 3. 
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4. Conclusions 
 
Hospitality towards migrants and the recognition of their 

rights and needs (political, religious, sanitary, educational), in 
contemporary sociocultural and linguistic contact zones where 
ELF plays a crucial role, go hand in hand with the awareness of 
the emotional factor underlying their experience. The language 
class, which we have seen as the contact zone par excellence – 
also a mandatory step for the acquisition of certain rights and 
benefits for asylum seekers and refugees –has proved to be the 
location in which public and private elements emerge as a result 
of the relationship between teachers and students and among 
students themselves.  

Indeed, the IFL course is an extremely rich research field 
because of the variety of linguistic, cultural and human 
trajectories that intersect in the classroom environment, where 
the contact-language is ELF. Language represents the passport 
for the future, the metaphorical gateway through which 
migrants have to pass to reach the other shore, their dreams and 
life expectations. But far from any desire for linguistic and 
cultural standardisation or assimilation, what makes these 
classes ‘ecological’, in Tsuda’s terms, is the chance they 
represent for diversity to emerge.  

Yet for an ecology of languages and a critical pedagogy to be 
implemented, it is necessary for teachers to embrace reflexivity 
as their modus operandi. As shown, a constant questioning of 
the teaching/learning practice brings a series of benefits: 1) it 
allows teachers to monitor their interior (feelings, emotions, 
fears, anxieties etc.) and exterior (gestures, voice tone and pitch 
etc.) activity; 2) it permits students to establish a clearer 
relationship with teachers, and consequently, with the external 
environment (this is achieved also through the use of ELF); 3) it 
creates the best possible conditions for learning, taking into 
consideration the contingent factors of this specific context 
(students are asylum seekers and refugees).  
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As researchers and teachers, our aim is to demonstrate that 
productive ways of constructing progressive, holistic and 
engaged pedagogy, as suggested by bell hooks,36 are increasingly 
necessary. Hooks promoted a combination of reflection and 
action that needs teachers to become aware of themselves as 
practitioners and as human beings. Therefore, the objective of 
teachers should be to develop reflexivity through the 
«decolonisation of ways of knowing»37 and through constant 
self-narration.  

 
 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36  B. books, Teaching to Transgress. Education as the Practice of 

Freedom, Routledge, New York 1994, p. 15. 
37 B. books, Teaching Community. A Pedagogy of Hope, Routledge, New 

York 2003, p. 3. 
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Appendix 
 
Teacher 1 – 30 years old, Degree in Political Science – No 
CEDILS  
 
Interviewer: Ti capita a lezione di utilizzare degli elementi della 
cultura italiana come spunto. E ti capita mai della loro cultura? 
 
Teacher 1: Sì, per esempio parlando del mio matrimonio, mi 
sposerò a breve, abbiamo fatto un confronto su come il 
matrimonio funziona in Italia o in un altro Paese. Oppure anche 
sulla condizione della donna in Italia, nel mondo, nei loro Paesi. 
 
I: E loro come percepiscono l’interesse per la loro cultura? Gli 
piace parlare? 
 
T1: Sì, a volte per iniziare gli faccio vedere dei filmati dei loro 
Paesi, li coinvolge molto. Questo li avvicina molto perché 
possono scoprire anche la cultura del loro compagno di stanza, 
che non conoscono. Crea un rapporto più stretto tra di loro, oltre 
che con me. Imparare la loro lingua è difficilissimo, però 
conoscere delle terminologie base che loro usano, come ****38.  
 
I: Cosa significa? 
 
T1: Allah ti perdona. 
 
I: Praticamente stai imparando alcuni termini, questo è molto 
interessante. 
 
T1: Sì. Se so che sta arrivando una persona che parla una lingua 
mandinga, io mi presento e dico: «Ma tu parli mandingo?», 
cerco di dirlo nella loro lingua in modo più corretto possibile. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

38 In Arabic: Allah ti perdona.  
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I: Questa è una strategia molto interessante. 
 
T1: Si tratta anche di creare un rapporto di fiducia, perché se 
capiscono che io cerco di imparare la loro lingua, loro 
sviluppano un maggior interesse nell’imparare il mio modo di 
pensare e di parlare. Stamattina è arrivato un ragazzo che parla 
lingua mandinga e io gli ho detto *. 
 
I: Che significa? 
 
T1: «Tu parli mandinga?». In questi casi cambiano proprio 
espressione, ti sorridono; perché capiscono che con te possono 
avere un rapporto diverso che magari, anche per mancanza di 
tempo, non riescono ad avere con un operatore. Io ci passo 
cinque ore con loro, si crea un minimo di amicizia. Cerco 
anch’io d’immedesimarmi in loro.  
 
I: Il fatto di parlare la loro lingua, anche con poche parole, se 
dovessi associarlo a un’immagine a cosa la assoceresti? Come ti 
senti e come loro si sentono? 
 
T1: Loro si sentono molto più liberi di esprimersi, hanno 
maggiore fiducia, anche se mi devono chiedere qualcosa. 
Comunque mi vedono non come un’amica, ma come una 
persona che cerca d’immedesimarsi. Ma anche gli altri operatori 
usano me come ponte, perché vedono in me una persona di 
riferimento.  
 
I: Secondo te, quello che avviene in aula, si può ricondurre 
all’esperienza di auto-traduzione? Mentre parli in inglese, senti 
di auto-tradurti e che loro si auto-traducono? 
 
T1: Soprattutto che loro si auto-traducono. A volte iniziano a 
parlare in italiano e finiscono in l’inglese, altre anche il 
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contrario perché magari ci pensano e in quel momento gli viene 
spontaneo usare l’italiano. 
 
I: Ok, esiste questo elemento auto-traduttivo. E invece quello 
autobiografico? Ti capita di raccontare di te? 
 
T1: Sì, appunto parlando del mio matrimonio poi loro 
raccontano ad esempio del matrimonio della sorella. 
 
I: Quindi è importante. 
 
T1: Sì è importante confrontare le culture, è importante che loro 
capiscano la nostra, ma anche che noi capiamo la loro. Si crea 
uno scambio. 
 
Teacher 2 – 32 years old – Degree in Philosophy – CEDILS 
 
I: Qual è il titolo di studio? 
 
T2: Ho una laurea specialistica in Filosofia e Storia delle idee 
dopodiché l’insegnamento dell’italiano agli stranieri è nato 
come volontariato. In seguito ho conseguito la certificazione 
CEDILS […]. Pensare di poter insegnare italiano solo perché si 
è madre lingua italiana è la cosa più stupida che si possa fare, si 
può anche avere una predisposizione, però se non si hanno gli 
strumenti o delle indicazioni precise, si fanno dei grossissimi 
errori. Quindi, questo è il mio percorso formativo […]. 
Nell’ambito del volontariato, come vi dicevo, spesso ci sono 
queste improvvisazioni, ma d’altro canto io stessa ho 
improvvisato la mia prima lezione. Ve la racconto… Entro in 
classe e comincio a ‘didattizzare’ l’aula: prendendo spunto dai 
colori dalle pareti ho spiegato i colori, ho insegnato il nome 
degli oggetti presenti e poi soprattutto le frasi più utili, come 
«sto male, ho bisogno di aiuto». Questo è stato il mio esordio 
come insegnante d’italiano, poi capisci che si ha bisogno di 
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molti più strumenti e non solo la lingua. Rimane importante il 
fare riferimento a quello che si ha intorno e quindi ho pensato di 
specializzarmi in questo perché mi piaceva parecchio. 
 
I: L’altra domanda riguarda la motivazione, ma in realtà hai già 
risposto. 
 
T2: Se volete vi posso anche specificare che impegnarsi per 
fornire alle persone uno strumento che possono spendere per 
inserirsi positivamente in una società, secondo me è molto 
filosofico. La mia concezione della filosofia è assolutamente 
concreta. Per questo la mia formazione è così variegata e non è 
strano per me insegnare italiano, anche se ho studiato filosofia. 
 
I: Un’altra domanda che non c’è nella lista e che anche l’altra 
volta ho aggiunto perché è venuta fuori durante la 
conversazione, riguarda sempre un’osservazione. Quanto può 
influenzare la situazione traumatica di provenienza e quindi la 
loro situazione psicologica post traumatica? Questo influisce 
nell’apprendimento o nella relazione con l’insegnante? 
 
T2: Sì, assolutamente. C’è una forte componente psicologica 
come in qualunque situazione di acquisizione linguistica, per 
loro è ancora maggiore. Questo si riscontra soprattutto in 
persone che non hanno grossa difficoltà ad apprendere, hanno 
magari anche un livello economico e sociale medio-alto per la 
loro origine ed esprimo quasi una sorta di rifiuto nel voler 
acquisire una nuova lingua per il fatto che magari erano dei 
docenti nella loro lingua. Quindi, quando si rimettono a 
studiare, si sentono un po’ penalizzati. Piuttosto che giocare un 
ruolo decisivo ciò che incide è l’esperienza dell’arrivo, il trauma 
dell’attraversata dall’Africa alle coste siciliane. Comunque ci 
sono tantissimi elementi che limitano l’acquisizione linguistica 
o pongono dei problemi che potrebbero non esserci, stiamo 
facendo un discorso prettamente umano e poi anche 
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professionale, quindi anche di capacità del docente di risolvere 
questi problemi. Bisogna essere bravi nel capire che non è un 
muro che lo studente erige nei confronti dell’insegnante o della 
lingua, ma una problematica personale che viene canalizzata in 
questi ambiti e può essere sublimata in altro modo.  
 
I: A proposito di questioni personali, loro parlano della loro 
esperienza? Capita che raccontino dell’attraversamento? 
 
T2: Sì. 
 
I2: In che termini? Se hai dei ricordi oppure delle frasi o un 
lessico che ricorre. 
 
T2: No, un lessico che ricorre no. Esperienze comuni tantissime 
soprattutto per quanto riguarda la permanenza in Libia. Durante 
e dopo Gheddafi riportano delle opinioni completamente 
discordanti tra i beneficiari. In particolare un aneddoto che 
ricordo: avevo detto a una mia studentessa che era un po’ 
raffreddata di andare al mare per respirare un po’ di iodio. Lei 
mi ha detto che non le piaceva il mare e che non voleva neanche 
avvicinarsi al mare, per quello che aveva visto nel tragitto di 
arrivo in Italia, essendo partita dalla Libia. Lì capisci che quello 
che per noi è super scontato o è la cosa più bella, per loro è 
improponibile. Però devo dire che riescono ad aprirsi, ma 
questo dipende da chi hanno di fronte perché a volte neanche tra 
connazionali non riescono a interagire in maniera rilassata. 
Quindi, spesso non è l’ostacolo culturale e neanche quello 
linguistico a impedire la comunicazione, è palese purtroppo. 
 
I: Veniamo alle domande più specifiche, linguistiche. Quindi, 
quale Lingua Franca viene utilizzata per facilitare la 
comunicazione tra te e gli studenti provenienti da lingue madre 
diverse? 
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T2: Per rispondere bisogna procedere su due piani diversi ma 
connessi. Lo svolgimento reale di un corso d’italiano è ben 
diverso da quello che ho studiato, bisogna capire quando la 
metodologia può essere applicata o quando deve subentrare il 
lato umano. Chi parte da zero utilizza espressioni semplici come 
‘buongiorno’ perciò è molto più semplice con loro fare 
riferimento ad immagini, gesti o espressioni del volto di modo 
da utilizzare solo la lingua italiana. La lingua inglese è molto 
utile quando si passa alle parole astratte, ai verbi che non 
possono essere spiegati graficamente. I nepalesi e i pakistani 
conoscono benissimo l’inglese, le somale che ho seguito non 
avevano una grande dimestichezza ma vivendo con le nigeriane, 
capivano comunque l’inglese. La ragazza eritrea che ho adesso 
non parla bene l’inglese, mentre i nigeriani, che sono la 
maggioranza, lo parlano benissimo, anche se non è la loro 
lingua madre. La lingua inglese è uno strumento utilizzabile 
[…]. Nel caso dell’acquisizione di una lingua, utilizzarne 
un’altra che non è neanche quella madre; potrebbe fungere da 
interferenza e porre un ulteriore ostacolo. Bisogna far 
riferimento anche all’aspetto umano, in nessun caso di docenza 
può essere escluso: se le persone vogliono parlare e gli 
s’impone l’italiano perché si è all’interno del corso… È brutto, 
perché, che accoglienza dai a delle persone che magari 
vorrebbero aprirsi? 
 
I: Quindi l’inglese lo consideri come una lingua-ponte? 
 
T2: Sì. Mi diverto anche a imparare il pidgin English, la lingua 
parlata dai nigeriani, che sta contagiando anche gli altri 
beneficiari. Per cui, invece di dire «how are you?», glielo chiedo 
in pidgin English «how far?» che è molto divertente. Ci 
identifica come gruppo perché è una cosa che facciamo tra di 
noi ma non con altre persone.  
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I2: Un’interlingua.  
 
I: Nascono conflitti interculturali? E come vengono gestiti? 
Possono essere di natura linguistica?  
 
T2: Sì, ci sono varie tipologie di conflitti soprattutto quando 
vivono sotto lo stesso tetto. Già la convivenza è difficile, in più 
se si mettono insieme persone che non si conoscono, di diverse 
nazionalità che parlano lingue differenti, diventa molto pesante. 
Il corso d’italiano, dove s’incontrano tutti, diventa momento di 
conflitto. Il mio modo personale di gestirli è di fargli capire che 
devono confrontarsi, spiegare le loro ragioni senza 
colpevolizzare gli altri. In questi casi, facendo da mediatrice, 
naturalmente non si può che fare ricorso all’inglese. In momenti 
di confronto non si pensa alla coniugazione del verbo irregolare 
ma l’inglese può funzionare per sedare i conflitti, imporre di 
non utilizzarlo perché si è al corso d’italiano, sarebbe una forte 
imposizione e probabilmente questo potrebbe potenziare i 
conflitti e coinvolgerebbe anche l’insegnante. L’inglese è una 
lingua fondamentale perché quasi tutti la comprendono, ma 
bisogna capire quando diventa discriminante. Se immagino una 
situazione di conflitto al primo livello, con due studenti 
nepalesi, una studentessa nigeriana e la new-entry eritrea che 
non parla inglese, lei sarebbe tagliata fuori perché siamo in 
quattro a capire l’inglese contro una.  
 
I: L’elemento autobiografico interviene sempre, sia nella loro 
storia sia nel rapporto umano con l’insegnante, aldilà del fatto 
che insegna la lingua? 
 
T2: Sì non c’è mai una concezione distaccata rispetto anche agli 
aspetti quotidiani come la lite con il fidanzato, la lite con la 
coinquilina… Il duro compito dell’insegnante d’italiano è 
cercare di comunque fare lezione perché loro devono imparare, 
siamo lì per quello; però anche fargli capire che non sono solo il 
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file di lingua italiana che si accende e si spegne ma che sono lì 
per aiutarli, naturalmente in lingua inglese. In quel caso si fa 
uso dell’inglese, quando siamo in pausa parliamo inglese. Mi 
diverte molto durante la lezione fare domande in italiano e loro 
mi rispondono in inglese, però hanno capito tutto. 
 
Teacher 3 - 41 years old – Degree in Modern Italian 
Literature – DITALS  
 
I: Raccontaci quali sono state le motivazioni che ti hanno spinto 
a intraprendere questo percorso: 
 
T3: Ho sempre avuto una passione per le lingue e la 
comunicazione […]. Riuscire ad avvicinarsi a qualcuno che la 
lingua e la cultura italiana non le conosce per niente, e farlo in 
un’altra lingua, mi sembrava molto affascinante.  
 
I: Ci parli del numero di studenti in classe.  
 
T3: Dipende dalle ‘ondate’ […]. Il rapporto uno a uno è 
prezioso. L’allievo ha bisogno di molta attenzione. Anche per la 
sua autostima. Se vede che gli altri sono abili nel rispondere le 
domande, che riescono a leggere fluentemente, per l’autostima 
diventa difficile. Sono sempre allievi che hanno bisogno di una 
cura maggiore.  
 
I: L’organizzazione del corso, ce ne parli? 
 
T3: Faccio test d’ingresso per capire se sono capaci di scrivere 
una frase in lingua italiana oppure no. Dipende dal tipo di 
lavoro che gli hanno fatto fare nel CARA: se hanno avuto un 
buon insegnante che è stato in grado di insegnarli a comporre 
una frase in lingua e a riconoscerla, me ne accorgo 
immediatamente. Ho bisogno anche di capire il grado di 
dimestichezza con la lettura, o le capacità logiche. Nel test, che 
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ho composto io, ci sono da abbinare immagini a parole, fill the 
blanks, esercizi per capire se to usando il verbo essere o avere 
etc. Il materiale didattico lo invento, i testi erano mediocri. 
Trovo molto dinamico di non aver dato loro il testo: mi sono 
resa conto (non so se sto sbagliando o no) che molti di loro non 
hanno nemmeno la dimestichezza con l’oggetto testo, per cui 
darglielo in mano e vedere che non lo consultano, mi fa venir 
voglia di saltare l’oggetto libro. Con questo non voglio dire che 
sia inutile. Puoi seguire una tabella di marcia, ma a livello 
comunicativo funziona fargli ascoltare la lingua, sciogliere la 
dimestichezza nelle relazioni. C’è bisogno che desiderino di 
voler imparare la lingua.  
 
I: Conoscere la loro lingua può essere vista come una forma di 
accoglienza? 
 
T3: Ovviamente sì. Si sbloccano, hanno qualcosa di cui parlare. 
Quando hai la lingua di mezzo è davvero un sollievo per tutti. 
Un giorno sono arrivata a lavoro e l’educatore mi ha detto che 
c’era una ragazza che parlava solo francese, analfabeta. Quando 
ho risposto, in francese, che non c’erano problemi, lei si è 
illuminata.  
 
I: Il fatto che gli studenti provengano da situazioni traumatiche 
influenza l’apprendimento?  
 
T3: Sì. La cosa che non faccio mai è chiedere i loro fatti 
personali.  
 
I: Quindi, no storytelling?  
 
T3: Dipende. Quando li incontro la prima volta parlo di me: «I 
have two kids», etc.. Questa cosa li rassicura. Il fatto che loro 
colgano che tu non hai problemi a parlare di te, va bene. Ma allo 
stesso tempo meglio non chiederglielo. A volte ho chiesto della 
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famiglia e mi rendevo conto che pensare lì era motivo di 
sofferenza. Non lo faccio più. Arrivano a parlare di sé quando li 
hai conquistati. Di alcuni allievi sono arrivata a sapere morte e 
miracoli: mi hanno anche mostrato le ferite di guerra. Questi 
racconti avvengono sempre in lingua veicolare. In due casi mi è 
capitato ed è stato significativo che usassero alcune parole in 
italiano perché ci tenevano che io capissi tutto. A un certo punto 
iniziano a vederti come alleato… Anche se alleato dà di guerra. 
Come vicino, come una persona di cui si possono fidare.  
 
I: In che misura si può parlare di auto-traduzione?  
 
T3: Allora, sì, è complesso. Io insegno italiano in inglese e 
chiedo loro di «think in Italian» mentre io sto pensando in 
inglese! Quando le due parti si auto-traducono si crea una lingua 
di mezzo. Il codice che devi trovare sta lì dentro. Tutti 
adattiamo la lingua che stiamo usando per farci capire.  
 
I: Cosa ne pensi del Foreigner Talk?  
 
T3: Uso molto le espressioni, la gestualità. Sto attenta al tono 
della voce però. Urlare significa che temo che tu non capisca. 
Usare un tono della voce friendly è importante. E allo stesso 
tempo lavoro sul loro tono di voce. Io, quando parlo del mio 
mestiere, dico che faccio comunicazione.  
 
I: Usi materiale culturale proveniente dalle tradizioni d’origine?  
 
T3: Vorrei ma non posso poiché dovrei mettermi a studiare. 
Bisognerebbe che gli insegnanti si aggiornassero sui contenuti 
politici in divenire. Ciò che stava accadendo in Afghanistan io 
l’ho saputo dal mio allievo! Bisogna anche sapersi porsi nei 
confronti del loro paese, della loro cultura. La linea del 
fraintendimento è in agguato, è pericoloso. La competenza 
interculturale è importantissima.  
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Teacher 4 – 26 years old – Degree in Foreign Languages and 
Literatures – Didactics courses taken as an undergraduate 
(unaccompanied minors course)  
 
I: La tua motivazione nello svolgere questo lavoro? 
 
T4: Insegnare non è solo insegnare, è anche apprendere. Perché 
nello stesso tempo in cui io insegno la lingua italiana faccio 
scoperte sul meccanismo della lingua e del linguaggio. Trovo 
sempre nuove strategie per insegnare italiano sulla base della 
lingua del ricevente.  
 
I: Come organizzi le lezioni? 
 
T4: Innanzitutto divido i gruppi in arabofoni da una parte e 
anglofoni e francofoni dall’altra. Nella classe di arabo mi sono 
avvalsa di un mediatore. Molto difficile con molti di loro è la 
scrittura, bisogna passare dall’alfabetizzazione.  
 
I: Ci parli dell’aspetto autobiografico? 
 
T4: Io prima di iniziare il corso di lingua studio la loro 
situazione. Qui siamo un team. Riesco a parlare con gli 
assistenti sociali e tra di noi ci passiamo le informazioni (per 
esempio, l’assistente sociale mi dice «l’altro giorno ho visto uno 
dei ragazzi che piangeva, quando viene a lezione, mi 
raccomando»). Insomma, non dev’essere un apprendimento 
sterile ma lo faccio diventare culturale, personale, emotivo. Io 
considero molto l’aspetto autobiografico. Per creare nella mia 
aula un ambiente che li accolga, loro rivedono in me una figura 
femminile materna (che hanno lasciato). Quando s’insegna, sai, 
si arriva ai domini. Quello della famiglia mi crea difficoltà. 
Insegnare i nomi madre, padre… Loro spesso abbassano lo 
sguardo. Altri hanno bei ricordi e vogliono stare qui e aiutare la 
loro famiglia ma non parlano mai del viaggio. Racconto anche 
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di me, per creare empatia. Scherzo. Io estrapolo molto dalla vita 
reale per le lezioni, per esempio, hanno l’abitudine di lasciare i 
rubinetti aperti, dunque, prossima lezione: l’acqua! Poi io 
chiedo molto delle loro culture, il cibo per esempio. E loro mi 
fanno domande e lamentele.  
 
I: Ti trovi ad affrontare conflitti?  
 
T4: Sì, i conflitti ci sono. Per vari motivi, religiosi spesso. 
Raramente creano un rapporto, soprattutto tra arabi e africani 
sub-sahariani. Io cerco di mediare, dovete comprendere ciò che 
vi è accaduto etc. Perché non usate l’italiano come lingua? 
Questo parlare solo le loro lingue li chiude in gruppi separati.  
 
I: Parliamo di auto-traduzione.  
 
T4: Ci sono tanti fenomeni linguistici che si creano. Si crea una 
terza Lingua Franca, ibrida. Fatta molto di suoni anche. Loro 
sanno che quando dico, tipo, «allora» sto richiamando 
l’attenzione. Mi fanno anche l’imitazione.  



	  

	  

 



	  

	  

GRETA PERLETTI 
 

FASHIONABLE SENSIBILITIES, FEMALE PATHOLOGY  
AND THE CONSUMPTION OF NOVELS: JANE AUSTEN’S WOMEN 

READERS IN THE CONTACT ZONE 
 
As is well known, Louise Pratt’s theorization of the «contact 

zone» was stimulated by the desire to investigate the complex 
factors that are at work when different languages and/or cultures 
come together. While building on the concept of «contact 
languages» in linguistics,1 Pratt is interested in highlighting the 
problematic nature of the contact zone. In contrast to the idea of 
ideally coherent, harmonised, or «imagined» communities, 2 
contact zones are characterised by imbalance, and can be 
identified as «social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, 
and grapple with each other».3  

By foregrounding conflict rather than cooperation, Pratt’s 
contact zone is not so distant from Mikhail Bakhtin’s «zone of 
contact», in which the «official line»4 of authoritative discourse 
comes to grapple with internally persuasive discourse, 
engendering «a struggle against various kinds and degrees of 
authority».5 Whereas the theatre of this Bakhtinian conflict is 
the individual person (or the novel’s character) fighting against 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Pratt focuses on contact languages, which are «improvised languages 

that develop among speakers of different native languages who need to 
communicate with each other consistently». M.L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel 
Writing and Transculturation, Routledge, London 1992, p. 6. 

2 In the MLA speech where she first coined the concept of the «contact 
zone» (published as M. L. Pratt, Arts of the Contact Zone, «Profession», 91 
[1991], pp. 33-40), Pratt addresses in particular Benedict Anderson’s work on 
the relations between capitalism, printing and the (self-)fashioning of national 
communities. See B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso, London 1983. 

3 M.L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 4. 
4 M.M Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, University of Texas Press, 

Austin 1981, p. 345. 
5 Ibidem. 
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external and internal discourses, Pratt brings the struggle over 
authority to the level of inter-cultural relations: the contact zone 
emerges «especially in contexts of highly asymmetrical 
relations of domination and subordination»6. While the question 
of imbalanced relational power inherent in Pratt’s «contact 
zone» has promoted its widespread application within post-
colonial theory, this concept can be useful also to illuminate the 
clashes and conflicts to be found in a given culture when 
authoritative and non-normative discourses come together and 
contend with one another, in a process which can entail 
subjugation as well as creative resistance.  

From this perspective, this paper uses the figure of the 
woman reader in the 18th and the early 19th century as the site 
for the emergence of a contact zone that brings together 
different types of discourse, endowed with different degrees of 
authority: the physiological-moral discourse that lies at the core 
of what G.J. Barker-Benfield has defined «the culture of 
sensibility»,7 the medical discourse that focuses on the definition 
of and control over female nervous ailments, and the literary 
discourse to be found in some novels by Jane Austen.  

 
 
1. Cultures of Sensibility  
 
Concluding his Essay on the Disorders of the People of 

Fashion (1772), the famous Swiss physician Samuel Auguste 
Tissot laments the contemporary perversion of the ‘natural’ 
desire for health: 

Can the inestimable benefit of health be so perfectly unknown in all 
orders of society, as to be scarcely desired, or what is worse, that 
langour [sic] should be as attractive as frost to the inhabitants of the 
Alps, or blackness to the Negro? This thoughtless excess is scarce 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 M. L. Pratt, Imperial Eyes, p. 4. 
7 G. J. Barker-Benfield, The Culture of Sensibility: Sex and Society in 

Eighteenth-Century Britain, Chicago University Press, Chicago 1992. 
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credible; for sure none but a malicious satyrist [sic] can say that it is 
not fashionable to be well. What fashion is it but a fashion which 
renders it impossible to be happy, and to discharge our duty 
properly?8 

While criticising the disdain demonstrated by people 
belonging to the highest ranks of society (the addressees of his 
essay) towards well-being, Tissot’s words betray some 
disturbing fascination with the propensity to languor to which 
this class of people seems especially prone. If on the one hand 
inactivity and languor are clearly presented in the text as a 
source of pathology, on the other hand the exotic and quasi-
sublime imagery that Tissot deploys – Alpine ice and dark, 
remote peoples and lands – actually undermines the possibility 
to conceive of languor in purely negative terms. Indeed, Tissot 
seems intrigued by the peculiar constitution belonging to «the 
people of fashion», and displays an ambivalent feeling towards 
their lifestyle, which is directly related to the ailments they 
suffer from. This ambivalence can be traced back to the more 
generally widespread 18th-century fascination with the 
‘fashionable’ diseases9 that are connected to the disorders of the 
nerves, the most common class of diseases affecting Tissot’s 
wealthy patients.  

After Thomas Willis’s influential Cerebri Anatome (1664) 
established the importance of the brain as the ‘soul organ’ and 
maintained that the nerves provide the connection between the 
brain and the body, medical practitioners increasingly moved 
away from models based on the humours and devoted their 
efforts to understanding how the nerves operate in the body. In 
the 18th century, as the nervous system is revealed as promoting 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 S.A.D. Tissot, An Essay on the Disorders of the People of Fashion, Engl. 

transl. by F. Bacon Lee, Richardson, Urquhart, Bladon and Roson, London 
1772, p. 162, italics in the text. 

9 See C. Lawlor, Fashionable Melancholy, in A. Ingram, S. Sim, C. Lawlor, 
R. Terry, J. Baker, L. Wetherall-Dickson (eds.), Melancholy Experience in 
Literature of the Long Eighteenth Century, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke 
2011, pp. 25-53. 
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a two-way dialogue between the body and the mind, the inside 
and the outside, sensibility (that is, the quality of the nerves’ 
reaction to various stimuli) is intended as a way to measure the 
intensity of the individual’s nervous response. George Cheyne’s 
influential The English Malady (1733) compares the brain to «a 
finely fram’d and well-tun’d Organ-Case where all the nerves 
terminate»;10 mobile and flexible nerves, if more delicate and 
impressionable, allow for the clearest sound.  

The popularity of 18th-century sensibility largely depends on 
the concept’s ability to be adapted outside medical discourse:11 
if not the expression of the soul, sensibility certainly 
foregrounds the special connection existing between the body 
and the mind. As Alan Richardson puts it, organic sensibility 
«implies a mind shaped by and realised in bodily organs, though 
not entirely defined by them»;12 moreover, the nerves’ function 
as the interface where the external world comes into contact 
with the inner conformation of the organism easily promotes the 
shift from medical to moral discourse, by combining (and 
sometimes blending together) organic sensibility and moral 
sympathy.  

In some medical texts, the patient’s moral quality appears to 
depend almost directly from the condition of the nerves. For 
Cheyne as well as for Tissot, the sensibility of the people of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

10 G. Cheyne, The English Malady: or, A Treatise of Nervous Diseases of 
all Kinds, as Spleen, Vapours, Lowness of Spirits, Hypochondriacal, and 
Hysterical Distempers, Strahan and Leake, London 1733, p. 4.  

11 H.M. Lloyd, The Discourse of Sensibility: The Knowing Body in the 
Enlightenment, Springer, Dordrecht 2013; W. Wild, Medicine-by-Post: The 
Changing Voice of Illness in Eighteenth-Century British Consultation Letters 
and Literature, Rodopi, Amsterdam 2006; P. Melville Logan, Nerves and 
Narratives, University of California Press, Stanford 1997; J. Mullan, 
Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of Feeling in the Eighteenth 
Century, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1988; P. Langford, A Polite and 
Commercial People: England 1727-83, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1989; M. 
Simonazzi, Il male inglese. La malinconia nella tradizione filosofica e medica 
dell’Inghilterra moderna, Il Mulino, Bologna 2004. 

12  A. Richardson, British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2001, p. 71. 
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fashion, though predisposing their organism to a number of 
illnesses, is clearly superior to the obtuse if healthy body of 
peasants and savages, impervious not just to disease but also to 
sympathy and humane feelings. For Cheyne, the delicate 
possess elastic nerves that grant them perfect receptivity but 
also undermine their health, turning them into «fine Lancets or 
Razors, that coarse Usage will ruffle or spoil».13 Similarly, 
Tissot seems convinced that, while the people of fashion often 
fall «victims of their most laudable feelings»,14 the vigorous 
health enjoyed by the peasant grants him complete immunity to 
sympathy, to the point that «the loss of persons to him the most 
dear, scarce touches him»15.  

As many commentators have pointed out,16 sensibility is a 
disease inextricably connected to civilisation: the title of 
Cheyne’s famous treatise implies that heightened sensibility is 
an exquisitely ‘English’ ailment, affecting the individual as well 
as the national body. Like delicate nerves, the proliferation of 
new goods, lifestyles and stimuli appears as a phenomenon that 
is both desirable and fatal, simultaneously refining and 
weakening the members of the higher social classes. Books, and 
especially novels, are part and parcel of this blooming 
consumerist society, founded on the sudden availability of 
luxury products. Like other commodities circulating in 18th-
century England, also novels generate addiction, providing 
consumers with a momentary satisfaction as well as a prolonged 
extenuation.  

It is within this cultural context that this article intends to 
place the woman reader so as to illuminate the contact zone that, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 G. Cheyne, The Natural Method of Cureing the Diseases of the Body 

and the Disorders of the Mind, Depending on the Body, Strahan and Knapton, 
London 1742, p. 83. 

14 S. Tissot, People of Fashion, p. 36. 
15 Ivi, p. 35. 
16 See in particular G. Barker-Benfield and P. Langford. See also A. Violi, 

Il teatro dei nervi: Fantasmi del moderno da Mesmer a Charcot, Bruno 
Mondadori, Milano 2005. 
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in the 18th and early 19th century, this figure creates between the 
culture of sensibility and the representation of novels, the chief 
target of medical attack but also the space where the female 
voice of the novelist accepts or rejects medical representations. 
While the stigmatisation of the woman reader has been read 
mainly from feminist standpoints,17 the culture of sensibility 
proves an apt lens through which to investigate the complex 
nexus of pathology and refinement that accompanies the 
representations of reading as a female practice in medical and 
novelistic discourse. This article contends that, in contrast to 
physicians, who tend to emphasise the pathological effects of 
reading novels, Jane Austen’s narrative seems more willing to 
explore the potentialities inherent in the refinement offered by 
the habit of reading novels.  

 
 
2. «Matter too soft a lasting mark to bear»: The Female 

Organism and the Dangers of Reading 
 
As James Kennaway has recently argued, in Georgian 

culture the nerve paradigm allows for the reconfiguration of the 
ancient humour-oriented morbi eruditorum (‘diseases of the 
learned’) into a new range of disorders, shaped by both middle-
class ideology and proto-Romantic epistemology.18 As a result, 
the practice of reading undergoes a significant shift: while in the 
past prolonged study was believed to have pernicious effects on 
the body chiefly because it favoured a sedentary lifestyle (which 
in turn caused digestive ailments, melancholy etc.), in the 18th 
century the target of medical discourse becomes reading in itself.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 J. Pearson, Women’s Reading in Britain, 1750-1835: A Dangerous 

Recreation, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1999; K. Flint, The 
Woman Reader, 1837-1914, Clarendon, Oxford 1993. 

18 J. Kennaway, Two Kinds of «Literary Poison»: Diseases of the Learned 
and Overstimulating Novels in Georgian Britain, «Literature and Medicine», 
34 (Fall 2016), 2, pp. 252-277.  
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If reading becomes accepted as a social disorder, affecting 
the higher as well as the middle classes (and soon threatening to 
spread to the lower ranks19), in the 18th and in the 19th century 
the pathological action of books is even more recognizably 
imagined as a disease of gender, posing a considerable threat to 
the exquisitely delicate female organism. As Jacqueline Pearson 
notes, although in the late 18th century reading is considered an 
essential requirement of women’s education and morality, 
«[c]ontemporary comment (…) is less concerned about women 
or girls who do not read than with those who read the wrong 
books, in the wrong ways and the wrong places».20 At the end 
of the 18th century, Katie Halsey writes, «[r]eading is figured as 
both virtuous and potentially dangerous, educative but also 
seductive».21 Like sensibility in civilised society, also books can 
be morally edifying or harmful, evidence of refinement or 
agents of destruction.  

The physiology of the female organism plays no marginal 
role in the spreading of this concern: if, on the one hand, women 
are ‘naturally’ drawn to books by their refined sensibility, books 
in turn endanger the organism by corrupting the ‘natural’ 
conformation of women’s body and mind. This perversion 
occurs, firstly, by fruitlessly extenuating the nervous frame. As 
in Alexander Pope’s poem An Epistle to a Lady (1743), the 
female organism is imagined as weak and mutable, a «[m]atter 
too soft a lasting mark to bear» 22 , not apt to study and 
concentration. In Bernard Mandeville’s medical treatise (1711), 
the delicacy of women’s frame, while accounting for the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 See P. Bratlinger, The Reading Lesson: The Threat of Mass Literacy in 

Nineteenth-Century British Fiction, Indiana University Press, Bloomington 
1998. 

20 J. Pearson, Women’s Reading in Britain, p. 15. 
21 K. Halsey,  Jane Austen and Her Readers, 1786-1945, Anthem Press, 

London 2012, p. 30. 
22 A. Pope, An Epistle to A Lady, in D. Fairer and C. Gerrard (eds.), 

Eighteenth-Century Poetry: An Annotated Anthology, John Wiley and Sons, 
Chichester 2015, p. 160 (line 3). 
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intensity of feelings, appears incompatible with the firmness of 
both bodily fibres and mental effort:  

This delicacy as well as imbecillity (sic) of the Spirits in Women is 
Conspicuous in all their actions, those of the Brain not excepted: They 
are unfit for both abstruse and elaborate thoughts, all Studies of Depth, 
Coherence and Solidity, that fatigue the Spirits and require a 
Steadiness and Assiduity of Thinking [...].23  

Serious study, however, is not the main target of medical 
discourse. Although doctors deplore the weakening effect of 
prolonged application and concentration on the female body and 
mind,24 most medical texts insist on the pathological effects 
caused by the perusal of novels, which function as symbols of 
the stimuli of modern life, whose appeal the female organism 
seems incapable to resist. No wonder women’s indulging in 
novels is imagined as akin to seduction: as Thomas Beddoes 
puts it in Hygëia (1802), novels «increase indolence, the 
imaginary world indisposing those, who inhabit it in thought, to 
go abroad into the real»,25 thus reinforcing the stereotype of the 
‘Reading Miss’ chasing imaginary worlds and imaginary 
partners, and easily corrupted by mischievous villains. In such 
context, novels can be recognised as a «species of literary 
poison»,26 the physician Thomas Trotter contends, because they 
«first engender ardent passions, and then leave the mind without 
power to resist or subdue them».27 Similarly, the physician John 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

23 B. Mandeville, A Treatise of the Hypochondriack and Histerick Disease 
in Three Dialogues, J. Tonson, London 1711, p. 246.  

24 Thomas Beddoes, for example, blames parents for encouraging their 
daughters’ passion for music, which is «highly enervating» because it 
requires from them «intense study». See T. Beddoes, Essay on the Causes, 
Early Signs, and Prevention of Pulmonary Consumption: for the Use of 
Parents and Preceptors, Biggs and Cottle, Bristol 1799, p. 121. 

25 T. Beddoes, Essay on the Individuals, Composing our Affluent and Easy 
Classes, in Hygëia: Essays Medical and Moral, Thoemmes Continuum, 
Bristol 2004, 3 voll., vol. 1, pp. 1-84, p. 77. 

26 T. Trotter, A View of the Nervous Temperament, Longman, Hurst, 
Reese, Orme, and Brown, London 1812, p. 93. 

27 Ivi, p. 94. 
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Reid compares circulating libraries to «a chest of liqueur, where 
there is nothing to nourish or strengthen, and everything to 
stimulate and inflame»,28 the same metaphor that the Victorian 
pseudonymous ‘Aunt Anastasia’ uses in Tinsley’s Magazine to 
censor the literary tastes of her young niece, «half-drunk» of 
«the coarsest and most injurious kind of intoxicating literary 
liqueur».29 

As is clear from the comments above, the over-stimulation of 
female sensibility is imagined as the disruption of the processes 
of assimilation and digestion, transforming women into 
voracious beings, dominated by unruly appetites and evoking 
the spectre of hysteria (in the variant of chlorosis30). If this 
testifies, on the one hand, to the «perceived necessity to police 
imagination and introspection at a time when internalised 
discipline and self-control were becoming paramount virtues»,31 
on the other hand the emphasis on the woman reader’s 
insatiability appears monstrous because it implies the perversion 
of women’s ‘natural’ female sensibility and, most importantly, 
of its crucial social role.  

The physician John Armstrong’s argument about women’s 
physiology in his medical treatise of 1818 appears still in line 
with Tissot’s description of the special sensibility of the people 
of fashion. According to Armstrong, there is a two-way relation 
between women’s refinement and pathological weakness: while 
being predisposed by their nerves to acutely feel for suffering 
people, when women nurse their sick relatives and friends they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

28 T. Reid, Essays on Hypochondriasis and Other Nervous Affections 
(1823), quoted in J. Kennaway, Two Kinds of Literary Poisons, p. 263.  

29 Quoted in K. Halsey, Jane Austen and Her Readers, p. 123. 
30 One of the most important symptoms of chlorosis or green sickness, a 

disease known from antiquity and frequently associated to love-sickness and 
sexual frustration, is the disturbance of appetite. See I.S. Loudon, Chlorosis, 
Anaemia, and Anorexia Nervosa, «British Medical Journal», 281 (20 
December 1980), pp. 1669-1675 and H. King, The Disease of Virgins: Green 
Sickness, Chlorosis and the Problems of Puberty, Routledge, London and 
New York 2004. 

31 J. Kennaway, Two Kinds of Literary Poisons, p. 254. 
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easily fall victims of the extenuation brought about by 
«corporeal fatigue»32 as well as «solicitude of mind».33 It is this 
physiologically-grounded, admirable and self-sacrificing 
sympathy – which lies at the core of women’s virtuous 
behaviour and moral worth as «flowers of society»34 – that the 
selfish, voracious woman reader utterly rejects.  

Medical texts harshly condemn the transgression of the 
physiological and moral order of female sensibility: as we read 
in a comment of the English translator of Tissot’s Essay on 
Diseases Incident to Literary and Sedentary Persons (1769), a 
10-year-old girl who sits to read novels «will be an hysterick 
girl at twenty, and not a good nurse as she should be».35 The 
physician and social reformer Benjamin Rush makes another 
important point when he claims that novels create a corrupted 
form of sympathy, which renders young women paradoxically 
impenetrable to humane feelings: 

The abortive sympathy which is excited by the recital of imaginary 
distress, blunts the heart to that which is real; and, hence, we 
sometimes see instances of young ladies, who weep away a whole 
forenoon over the criminal sorrows of a fictitious Charlotte or Werter 
[sic], turning with disdain at three o' clock from the sight of a beggar 
[…].36 

As sophisticate receptivity is transformed into 
impermeability, the flower of society becomes a barbaric being, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32  J. Armstrong, Practical Illustrations of the Scarlet Fever, Measles, 

Pulmonary Consumption, and Chronic Diseases, Baldwin, Cradock, and Joy, 
London 1818, p. 223. 

33 Ibidem. 
34 For a discussion of women’s representation as flowers and ornaments 

of society, see L. Jordanova, Sexual Visions: Images of Gender in Science 
and Medicine between the Eighteenth and Twentieth Century, Harvester 
Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead 1989, p. 34. 

35 S. Tissot, An Essay on Diseases Incident to Literary and Sedentary 
Persons, Engl. transl. by J. Kirkpatrick, Nourse, London 1769, p. 137 
(footnote by the translator). 

36  B. Rush, Essays, Literary, Moral, and Philosophical, Thomas & 
Samuel Bradford, Philadelphia 1798, p. 81. 
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her sophisticate sympathy turned into apathetic self-indulgence. 
This is what Charlotte Lennox’s Arabella learns at the end of 
her story, when female Quixotism emerges less as an amusing 
target of satire than as the unnatural overturning of the order 
that grants social harmony: «these Books soften the Heart to 
Love, and harden it to Murder»37. More than in the delusive 
fantasies to which they give life, the lethal character of over-
stimulating novels is to be found in the perversion of sensibility 
that they engender in the female organism.  

 
 
3. «Great Novel-Readers & not ashamed of being so»: Jane 

Austen and the Woman Reader 
 
Austen’s acute awareness of the cultural discourse of her 

time has been in recent years the subject of considerable 
scholarly attention, offering new critical tools to analyse her 
fiction. In addition to demonstrating her alertness to the topics 
discussed in scientific and medical discourse,38 scholars have 
revealed the extent of her knowledge of the representations of 
women readers.39 The Austens, it is well-known, were a family 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 C. Lennox, The Female Quixote, Oxford World’s Classics, Oxford 

2008, p. 380. 
38 For a selection of these works on Austen and science, see B. Lau (ed.), 

Jane Austen and the Sciences of the Mind, Routledge, London 2017; N.M. 
Phillips, Distraction: Problems of Attention in Eighteenth-Century Literature, 
John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 2016, pp. 175-211; M. Brown, 
Emma’s Depression, «Studies in Romanticism», 53 (Spring 2014), 1, pp. 3-
29; M.W. Dull, Little Irritations in Mansfield Park, in V. Tinkler-Villani and 
C.C. Barfoot (eds.), Restoring the Mystery of the Rainbow: Literature’s 
Refraction of Science, Rodopi, Amsterdam 2011, pp. 249-274; A. Richardson, 
British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind, pp. 93-113; S. Gross, 
Flights into Illness: Some Characters in Jane Austen, in M. Mulvey Roberts 
and R. Porter (eds.), Literature and Medicine during the Eighteenth Century, 
Routledge, London 1993, pp. 188-199; J. Wiltshire, Jane Austen and the 
Body, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1992. 

39 Beside J. Pearson, Women’s Reading in Britain and K. Halsey, Jane 
Austen and her Readers, see also A. Richardson, Reading Practices, in J. 
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of «great Novel Readers & and not ashamed of being so»,40 as 
Jane writes to Cassandra in 1798. It is therefore hardly 
surprising that, when representing women who read novels, 
Austen’s narrative tends to resist the power of medical 
discourse, rejecting the stigmatisation of novels in terms of 
pathology and emphasising instead their connection to taste and 
civilisation. Austen appears conscious, as Pearson puts it, that 
«reading both symbolises and opposes power», 41  and she 
exploits the ambivalences of sensibility to go against received 
notions of novels as pathological. In her works, the woman 
reader arguably emerges in a contact zone between the medical 
discourse on female physiology and the female voice, which 
struggles against authoritative discourse. While Katie Halsey 
warns against the temptation of overstating Austen’s rebellion 
against Augustan orthodox tradition – her extensive knowledge 
of conduct books, for example, being apparent in the 
sophisticate inter-textual dialogues her fiction engages with 
them42 – Austen’s re-assessment of the novel-reading woman 
involves a radical reaction against the effects a novel is 
supposed to have, in medical discourse, on the body and mind 
of a woman.  

In Austen’s narrative, the books that have the power to 
dangerously impair sensibility are rarely novels. Pride and 
Prejudice (1813) and Mansfield Park (1814), for example, show 
some female characters who, like Mary Bennet and Fanny Price, 
display the kind of social apathy and hardened sensibility that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Todd (ed.), Jane Austen in Context, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 
2005, pp. 397-405; E. Knights, «The Library, of Course, Afforded 
Everything»: Jane Austen’s Representation of Women Readers, «English: 
Journal of the English Association», 50 (March 2001), 196, pp. 19-38; L. 
Erikson, The Economy of Novel-Reading: Jane Austen and the Circulating 
Libraries, «SEL: Studies in English Literature», 30 (1990), pp. 573-590. 

40 Quoted in E. Knights, «The Library, of Course, Afforded Everything», p. 
23. 

41 J. Pearson, Women’s Reading in Britain, p. 1. 
42 See K. Halsey, Jane Austen and Her Readers, pp. 37-56. 
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Rush attributed to the perusal of novels. And yet, neither of 
them is fond of novels; rather, they’re both avid readers of the 
serious works of Augustan prose. On the one hand, Mary’s 
perfect knowledge of tracts and moral extracts makes her not 
only unfit for social life (much to Elizabeth’s «agonies»43 at 
Netherfield Ball), but also completely unable to sympathise 
with her sister Lydia’s fate.44 On the other hand, in the last 
chapter of Mansfield Park Fanny, whom Halsey aptly terms the 
«perfect conduct-girl heroine»,45 enjoys her happy ending by 
becoming unsympathetic to the tragic suffering that has left the 
‘stage’ of Mansfield Park, in Q. D. Leavis’s powerful image, 
«as strewn with corpses of ruined lives as the stage at the end of 
Hamlet with dead bodies».46 After imbibing the precepts of 
conduct books, Fanny knows nothing of the sociable, self-
sacrificing sensibility doctors admired and condemned in 
civilised women. Rather, the narrator establishes that perceiving 
other people’s misery (or, more disturbingly, knowing that one 
‘ought to’ perceive it) and being happy are by no means 
incompatible states: «My Fanny (…) must have been happy in 
spite of every thing. She must have been a happy creature in 
spite of all that she felt or thought she felt, for the distress of 
those around her». 47  While the repetition of the adjective 
«happy», together with the concessive connector «in spite of», 
has the effect of ironically foregrounding the inappropriateness 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 J. Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Norton & Company, New York and 

London 2001, p. 69. 
44 When Lydia elopes with Wickham, Mary seems exempted from the 

distress that dominates Longbourne, and can only parrot the language of 
moralists: «we may draw from [the event] this useful lesson; that loss of 
virtue in a female is irretrievable […]». Ivi, p. 187. 

45 K. Halsey, Jane Austen and Her Readers, p. 49. 
46 Q.D. Leavis, Introduction, in J. Austen, Mansfield Park, Macdonald, 

London 1957, pp. vii-xviii, p. xvii. For a reading of Fanny Price as self-
centred rather than sociable see B. Battaglia, La zitella illetterata: parodia e 
ironia nei romanzi di Jane Austen, Liguori, Napoli 2009, pp. 111-185. 

47 J. Austen, Mansfield Park, Penguin Classics, London 2003, p. 428, 
italics added. 
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of Fanny’s joy, the text leaves it for readers to decide whether 
such self-centred happiness is the ultimate outcome of the 
journey that transforms Fanny into a heroine whose virtue is 
rewarded or, on the other hand, a monstrous subversion of 
sensibility’s social role. 

At the other extreme of deficient sensibility, also the 
excessive delicacy of feelings cannot be attributed to the over-
stimulation caused by novels, but is often the result of the 
character’s indulging in poetry. Marianne Dashwood is the 
obvious example: the heroine of the significantly titled Sense 
and Sensibility (1811), Marianne is introduced to readers 
through Elinor’s «concern» over «the excess of her sister’s 
sensibility»48. However, her nervous condition becomes truly 
pathological only after Marianne and Willoughby spend days 
wallowing in the words of Romantic poets like William Cowper, 
James Thomson and Walter Scott. After her lover abandons her, 
Marianne’s initially tragi-comic adherence to the literary role of 
the sentimental heroine suffering from heartbreak49 becomes 
serious when it combines with her lack of nervous firmness,50 
bringing her on the verge of «self-destruction».51 In a similar 
vein, in Persuasion (1818) Anne Elliott suggests to the bereaved 
Captain Benwick that he should not read so much poetry, 
arguing instead for the beneficial action of «a larger allowance 
of prose».52 Significantly, Austen in this novel has an intelligent 
woman build her argument against poetry by evoking the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 J. Austen, Sense and Sensibility, Penguin Classics, London 2003, p. 8. 
49 «Marianne would have thought herself very inexcusable had she been 

able to sleep at all the first night after parting with Willoughby». J. Austen, 
Sense and Sensibility, p. 83. 

50 Looking back, Marianne fully recognises the pathological action of 
sensibility and the real danger it posed to her frame: «I saw that my own 
feelings had prepared my sufferings, and that my want of fortitude under 
them almost led me to the grave». J. Austen, Sense and Sensibility, p. 322. 

51 Ivi, p. 322. 
52 J. Austen, Persuasion, Penguin, London 2012, p. 100. 
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refinement and extenuating stimulation which qualified 
sensibility:  

she thought it was the misfortune of poetry, to be seldom safely 
enjoyed by those who enjoyed it completely; and that the strong 
feelings which alone could estimate it truly, were the very feelings 
which ought to taste it but sparingly.53  

Indeed, Austen’s mature fiction criticises the shortcomings, 
inconsistencies and delusions of men readers rather than women, 
applying to characters like Captain Benwick or Sir Edward 
Denham in Sanditon (1871) the stereotypes of excessive 
sensibility and sentimental identification with the books they 
love.54 Like women obsessed with novels in medical discourse, 
these readers are impaired by their nervous system, transformed 
into passive vessels unable to transcend their biology. 

Austen’s most memorable sentimental novel-reading heroine 
is, of course, Catherine Morland, the protagonist of Northanger 
Abbey (1817), a parody of Gothic texts which, at the same time, 
famously contains an extensive defence of novels.55 Catherine 
turns Quixotic because, wishing to become a heroine, she 
commits to reading «all such works as heroines must read».56 
When she is invited to Northanger Abbey, residence of the 
Tilneys, the books she has read produce delusive fantasies, and 
account for the transfiguration of the sounds of the wind, the 
objects found in the house and the mansion’s master into the 
staple features of Gothic genre. At the end of the book, when 
acknowledging her mystification, Catherine’s language appears 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Ivi, p. 99. 
54 This aspect is discussed in K. Halsey, Jane Austen and Her Readers, pp. 

25-26 and J. Pearson, Women’s Reading in Britain, pp. 145-148. See also E. 
Knights, «The Library, of Course, Afforded Everything», p. 22. 

55 «it is only a novel! […] only some work in which the greatest powers of 
the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of human 
nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit 
and humour are conveyed to the world in the best chosen language», J. 
Austen, Northanger Abbey, Wordsworth Classics, London 2000, p. 23. 

56 J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, p. 4. 
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to echo the medical discourse against novels and their seductive 
action: a «self-created delusion», her «craving to be frightened» 
is conceived of as an «infatuation», a «mischief» caused by «the 
influence of that sort of reading which she had [in Bath] 
indulged».57 And yet, Northanger Abbey is far from offering a 
straightforward moral condemnation of novels. Indeed, although 
Catherine’s sensibility, enhanced by the stimuli she has 
absorbed in reading, does produce some morbid physiological 
reactions – tremors, palpitations, agitation of feelings, 
sleeplessness and all the creeping effects vividly described by a 
writing style that mocks Gothic writing58  – the novel also 
arguably offers an exploration of the potentialities that novels 
can offer to female sensibility.   

Northanger Abbey is a text that unsettles common 
assumptions about novel-reading in a number of ways. Firstly, 
with the choice of a heroine that simultaneously evokes and 
demystifies the stereotypes of the sentimental ‘Reading Miss’: 
endowed with a sound constitution, manners not particularly 
refined and a mind that the narrator jokingly presents as 
unremarkable, 59 Catherine is an unconventional heroine, 
confronted with a number of comically un-heroic situations 
(from listening to John Thorpe’s endless ramblings to, more 
seriously, being shamefully expelled from the Abbey and sent 
home alone). Moreover, Catherine’s youthful obsessions and 
errors are represented by the narrator of this text with irony and 
sympathy, two narrative modes that incessantly complicate the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

57 All quotes in J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, p. 145. 
58 The case in point is Chapter 21, which describes Catherine’s agitation 

and «horror» during the first night she spends at the Abbey. J. Austen, 
Northanger Abbey, pp. 117-124. 

59 Catherine’s attitude is often naive, foregrounding her lack of experience 
and knowledge – aspects that, the narrator amusingly claims, play an 
important role in Henry Tilney’s interest in her: «Catherine […] did not know 
that a good-looking girl, with an affectionate heart and a very ignorant mind, 
cannot fail of attracting a clever young man», ivi, p. 80. See also the 
unflattering description of Catherine (by her mother) as «a sad little scatter-
brained creature», ivi, p. 172. 
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possibility of a simplistic moral condemnation of the woman 
reader.  

Also the corruption of female sensibility by novels is called 
into question by Austen’s text. Far from impairing female 
sociability, in Northanger Abbey reading novels is presented as 
a socially cohesive practice, which supports friendships and is 
authorised and appreciated by Henry Tilney, one of the most 
ideal among the many male mentors that can be found in 
Austen’s fiction. Moreover, despite predisposing Catherine’s 
mind to mingle reality and imagination, reading novels never 
seems to pose any serious threat to the young woman, as she 
neither runs the risk of being seduced by a villain nor has her 
sensibility destroyed in morbid isolation from the world. 

On the contrary, it may be argued that knowledge of Gothic 
texts actually provides Catherine with a reliable frame from 
which to perceive a reality dominated by an intensely 
oppressive power. Placed in the context of the 18th-century 
medical debate on sensibility, Catherine’s final remark that, by 
transforming General Tilney into «a Montoni», 60  she has 
«scarcely sinned against his character, or magnified his 
cruelty»61 implies that reading novels has refined her sensibility, 
allowing her to intuitively understand profound relational 
structures and power dynamics, and to articulate them by 
availing herself of the narrative tropes of Gothic writing. While 
Beth Lau’s fine reading of Northanger Abbey interprets 
Catherine’s growth as the development of her Theory of Mind 
capabilities, I would argue that her improved «mindreading» 
skills are the result of the refined sensibility she has acquired by 
reading (Gothic) novels.62 

Throughout the novel, Catherine’s inability to see through 
the veil of surface politeness is described by emphasising the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, p. 136. 
61 Ivi, p. 181. 
62 B. Lau, Catherine’s Education in Mindreading in Northanger Abbey, in 

B. Lau (ed.), Jane Austen and the Sciences of the Mind, pp. 37-57. 
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young woman’s lack of confidence in her intuitions. When she 
gets to spend a whole day at the Tilneys’ Bath residence of 
Milsom Street, for example, she unconsciously understands that 
Henry and Eleanor’s constrained behaviour is due to the 
presence of their father, but she bases the discounting of her 
intuition on external appearance alone:  

It could not be General Tilney’s fault. That he was perfectly agreeable 
and good-natured, and altogether a very charming man, did not admit 
of a doubt, for he was tall and handsome, and Henry’s father. He [sic] 
could not be accountable for his children’s want of spirits, or for her 
want of enjoyment in their company.63  

Like many other heroines of Austen’s novels, Catherine is 
deceived by the surface: her mistake lies in the assumption that 
the General’s good manners (his «agreeable», «charming» 
‘look’) match his morality (his ‘being’ «good-natured»). 
Similarly, when Isabella Thorpe puzzles Catherine by openly 
talking about money and her disappointing marriage prospect, 
the protagonist «wishe[s] Isabella [talked] more like her usual 
self»,64 failing to recognise that the Isabella she is viewing now 
has never been more like her ‘real’ self, deprived of the filters of 
indirectness, conventional behaviour and polite lies.  

In contrast to these difficulties in reconciling her intuitions 
with the surface level of appearances, the knowledge Catherine 
derives from her readings emerges as a form of refined 
sensibility, which works by producing effective insights that are 
the result of the cooperation between the real and the imaginary, 
the body and the mind, the rational and the irrational. 
Empowered by this knowledge, Catherine learns to no longer 
mistrust her ‘embodied’ intuitions: 

Catherine attempted no longer to hide from herself the nature of the 
feelings which, in spite of all his attentions, he had previously excited; 
and what had been terror and dislike before, was now absolute 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63 Ivi, p. 92. 
64 Ivi, p. 106. 
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aversion. Yes, aversion! His cruelty to such a charming woman made 
him odious to her. She had often read of such characters […].65  

In the above quote, Catherine’s eager consumption of novels 
leads her to superimpose to reality a Gothic scenario which is 
hardly misleading: indeed, by recognising the evil character of 
General Tilney she is able to perceive that Northanger Abbey ‘is’ 
a place of imprisonment, and that she simply needs to replace 
the title ‘Mrs’ with that of ‘Miss’ Tilney to find the damsel in 
distress. If her intuitions derive, as Richardson convincingly 
argues in his reading of Austen’s Persuasion, 66  from the 
interaction of conscious and unconscious processes that are part 
of organic sensibility as a form of ‘embodied mind’, moreover, 
it means that Catherine can experience that healthy succession 
of attention and distraction, voluntary and involuntary mental 
life that grants other Austenian heroines cognitive flexibility. As 
Natalie M. Phillips has recently shown,67 this flexibility is a 
prerequisite of those female characters who successfully 
overcome the confusion of manners and morals that is so 
widespread in the world of ‘the people of fashion’.  

Viewed in this way, the woman reader enables us to 
appreciate the extent to which knowledge is produced and 
exchanged in a contact zone between normative discourse and 
the female voice that grapples with the limitations of such 
discourse. Within the textual world of Northanger Abbey as 
well as in Austen’s fiction, the most «injured body»68 is less that 
of the woman reader than that of the (woman) author, suffering 
from the negative connotations attributed to novels in 
authoritative discourse. By exploiting the dense ambivalences 
generated by the culture of sensibility, the novel-reading woman 
emerges in Austen’s fiction as a trope that foregrounds the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Ivi, p. 132. 
66 A. Richardson, British Romanticism and the Science of the Mind, pp. 

102-103. 
67 N.M. Phillips, Distraction, pp. 174-211. 
68 J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, p. 21. 
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dialogue with and resistance against authoritative discourse, 
ultimately establishing the educational rather than pathological 
function of novels, and showing how these texts can enhance 
(rather than pervert) the exquisite quality of female sensibility. 
If, as Patricia Michealson argues, Austen’s novels were possibly 
designed to be read aloud so as to performatively teach young 
women how to speak well and improve their conversation 
skills,69 the cultural interest in female sensibility adds a further 
layer to Austen’s desire to ‘instruct’ her female readers. As «the 
anxieties of common life» are inevitably bound «to soon 
succeed to the alarms of romance»,70 Austen’s texts, in other 
words, ensure their women readers that they will be equipped 
with the best weapons against real-life villains and horrors. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69 P. Michealson, Speaking Volumes: Women, Reading and Speech in the 

Age of Austen, Stanford University Press, Stanford 2002, pp. 180-215. 
70 J. Austen, Northanger Abbey, p. 146. 
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This volume critically explores the contact zones between 
cultures, literatures and languages from theoretical, 
methodological and thematic perspectives. It is made up of a 
network of factual, metaphorical, and intersemiotic contact 
zones and bridges, emphasising, on the one hand, the sites of 
contact and their borders and, on the other hand, the sites of 
connection and connecting movements. 

Cultural, literary and linguistic contact zones comprise 
transcultural and interdisciplinary spaces, which reflect the 
multifarious dynamics characterising contemporary societies. 
They lead to limitless processes involving the re-
conceptualisation and reconfiguration of individual, social, and 
cultural events through the application of cross-disciplinary 
theories, methods, and tools.  

This critical perspective guides the very structure of this 
collection, in its single contributions and as a whole: literary, 
cultural, and linguistic ana lyses are arranged following the 
dynamics of the border-crossing theoretical premises animating 
itstranscultural and interdisciplinary approach. 
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