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EDITORIAL PREFACE

It is our pleasure to present the seventeenth issue of Belgrade English 
Language and Literature Studies (Belgrade BELLS), which once again offers 
a rich selection of articles by scholars working across a range of disciplines. 
The contributions in this volume engage with a broad spectrum of topics, 
reflecting both established research traditions and emerging directions in 
the study of language, literature, and culture. Together, the authors offer 
analyses that shed light on contemporary debates and contribute fresh 
viewpoints to ongoing discussions. The volume is organized into two main 
sections: Theoretical and Applied Linguistics, and Literary and Cultural 
Studies. 

The first part of the Volume, Theoretical and Applied Linguistics, 
contains eight articles. In “‘I mean, what are you talking about? You have 
the morals of an alley cat’ – The Negative Evaluations of the Political 
Opponent in the 2024 US Presidential Debates,” Maja Stevanović and 
Tijana Vesić Pavlović analyse how candidates in the two 2024 US 
presidential debates used linguistic strategies to discredit one another. 
Focusing on insults, pronoun-based oppositions, repetition, three-part 
lists, and metaphor, the study shows that all candidates relied heavily 
on similar rhetorical patterns, contributing to a highly confrontational 
tone and deepening political polarization. “Heteroglossia in ELT and ESP 
Research Article Abstracts: Instantiation and Realization Across Rhetorical 
Structure,” by Katarina Ilić, explores how authors in the area of ELT 
and ESP manage dialogic space in research article abstracts. Using the 
Engagement subsystem of Appraisal Theory, the paper examines how 
strategies of contraction and expansion function across rhetorical moves. 
The findings reveal systematic differences between sections of the abstract, 
shedding light on how disciplinary identity and reader guidance are 
shaped through Engagement choices. In “I’m Not Angry…: Perceptions 
of Punctuation Marks in Online Text Messages by Serbian Students of 
English,” Miloš Milisavljević investigates how different punctuation 
marks in online text messages affect the perceived confidence or interest 
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of the interlocutor. Survey results show clear differences in how marks 
such as the period, exclamation mark, and ellipsis are interpreted, with 
participants’ judgments aligning more closely with native-speaker patterns 
than with typical L2 user tendencies. “Exploring Syntactic Ambiguity 
Enablers in News Headlines,” by Miloš Mirković, examines structural 
patterns that lead to ambiguity in headline language. Focusing on what 
Oaks (1994) terms syntactic ambiguity enablers, and applying X-bar 
syntax, the study analyses multiple interpretations of authentic headlines. 
The results show that such ambiguity is systematic rather than accidental, 
with many cases arising from word forms that can function as different 
parts of speech. In “Phonological Awareness in Serbian and English: A 
Comparative Study of Preschool and First Grade EFL Learners,” Danica 
Jerotijević Tišma compares early phonological awareness in L1 Serbian 
and L2 English among preschoolers and first graders. While older learners 
performed more consistently in Serbian, this pattern was less stable in 
English, pointing to the influence of additional factors in the development 
of phonological skills in a foreign language. “‘Wonder Words’: Leveraging 
Advanced Learners’ Extramural English Engagement for Vocabulary 
Learning,” by Ulla Fürstenberg, examines the integration of elements 
of wonder pedagogy into an advanced L2 English class through a specially 
designed task sequence. By encouraging learners to reflect on words 
encountered in their daily lives, the study illustrates how engagement 
with extramural English can support vocabulary learning and stimulate 
independent language development. In “Opinion Mining in ESP Classrooms: 
A Comparative Analysis of Traditional vs. AI-Assisted Instruction,” Igor 
Ivanović compares student sentiment across traditional and AI-assisted 
ESP classrooms. Analysing essays using a specialised sentiment lexicon, 
the study finds a clear shift toward more positive evaluations of the AI-
assisted environment, highlighting AI’s potential to enhance learners’ 
affective responses to instructional materials. “Development of Critical 
Thinking in Literature Classes,” by Svetozar Poštić, combines survey 
data with practical recommendations for fostering critical thinking in 
literature courses. The article outlines techniques for encouraging students 
to articulate and reassess their interpretations and discusses the Dialogue 
Teaching Model as an effective means of supporting these skills.

The first article of the Literary and Cultural Studies section explores 
literariness in contemporary digital environments. Tijana Parezanović 
and Milena Stojanović’s article entitled “Aspects of Literariness in New 
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Media Writing” analyzes the technologically enabled way of writing by four 
recent winners of the New Media Writing Prize. tracing the most prominent 
aspects of literariness – defamiliarization, self-referentiality, and dialogism 
– in electronically mediated works. Their study aims to estimate whether 
these aspects are mediated electronically or literally. In “Metaphorical 
and Ontological Representations of Human Life in a Selection of Poetry 
by H. W. Longfellow and E. A. Poe”, Goran J. Petrović analyzes the 
selection of poetry of the American 19th-century poets Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow and Edgar Allan Poe. The essay focuses on the representation 
of human life in ontological and metaphorical terms. The author argues in 
the article that the two poetic universes differ considerably in their choice 
of metaphors and in their poetic spirit, even though a common source of 
their ontological systems is God. The author calls for a greater appreciation 
and a renewed scholarly attention to the American 19th-century literature. 
In “Hybrid Families in Postcolonial Naratives: Small Island by Andrea 
Levy and Lara by Bernardine Evaristo”, Emilija B. Lipovšek. Drawing 
on postcolonial theory of hybridity, Lipovšek explores postcolonial urban 
narratives focusing on identity and belonging. She examines how the 
migrant perspective contributes to a completely new dynamic of urban life. 
Slađana Stamenković’ “Aestheticism in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty and 
Donna Tartt’s The Secret History revisits Aestheticism through Zadie Smith’s 
On Beauty and Donna Tartt’s The Secret History. The essay traces stances on 
beauty and the legacy of the l’art-pour-l’art movement in art and literature 
that the novels draw upon. Stamenković discusses the satirical perspective 
in Smith’s novel and the tragically exaggerated aesthetic attitudes of Donna 
Tartt, intending to show the limitations of the movement’s fundamental 
ideas. “Female Sanguinary Capitalism in Victorian Vampire Fiction” by 
Mara Ruža Blažević offers new insights into fin-de-siècle nineteenth-
century Gothic fiction. The article examines the Victorian vampire fiction 
through the lens of Marxian political economy, revisiting Dracula and 
Carmilla to show the intimate link between Victorian vampire fiction and 
industrial capitalism. The author claims that common Marxian tropes – 
such as capital, class conflict, and the bourgeois work ethic in both works 
need reinterpretation, while at the same time identifying motifs such as 
estrangement, animalisation, emasculation, factory working conditions, 
child exploitation, and deterritorialization that have been largely neglected 
by critics. The essay also highlights the neglected interpretative potential 
of female vampires as figures of “sanguinary capitalism”. The Gothic in 
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contemporary environments is the theme of the essay „Chronotopes of 
Trauma: Reconfiguring the Gothic in Sharp Objects “. Timeless Bachtin’s 
theory of chronotopes, which centers of the fusion of time and space 
is employed to analyze Gillian Flynn’s novel. The author argues that 
common motifs of Gothic horror, now transformed in the novel as uncanny 
domesticity, oppressive climate, and the stagnation of small-town life are 
used to express pain, trauma, and moral decay. Aleksandar Radović’s 
“Fight Club and Information Hazards” rethinks Fight Club through the 
theory of information hazards. The article examines the impact of the 
circulation of dangerous knowledge and argues that its dissemination both 
destabilizes power relations and sustains the novel’s subversive force. 

We want to thank all the authors who contributed their work to the 
seventeenth issue of Belgrade BELLS. We are also very grateful to Andrijana 
Aničić, Andrijana Broćić, Bojana Gledić, and Mirjana Vučković for their 
efforts in preparing the present issue of the journal. Their invaluable 
help led to the improvement of this volume. Finally, the publication of 
this edition of Belgrade BELLS would not have been possible without 
the support of the dean of the Faculty of Philology, Professor Iva Draškić 
Vićanović. Also, we would like to thank the Ministry of Science and 
Technological Innovations, whose financial support has proved essential 
for the preparation and publication of the present journal. We hope that 
the fifteen articles included in the current issue of Belgrade Bells will inspire 
further research and stimulate new lines of inquiry.

Editorial Team
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Abstract
The paper focuses on the rhetoric of the two US presidential debates held in 2024 
between the Republican and Democrat presidential nominees, the first between 
Joseph Biden and Donald Trump, and the second one between Kamala Harris 
and Donald Trump. We investigate the strategies of discrediting the political 
opponent, such as insults, pronoun-based oppositions, repetitions and three-part 
lists, and metaphors. It is shown that both the Republican and Democrat nominees 
abundantly used these devices and relied on similar argumentative strategies 
in the debates, which may have had an evaluative and persuasive function and 
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deepened the political polarization. This has contributed to the impression of the 
predominantly hostile and polarizing rhetoric employed in the 2024 debates.

Key words: political discourse, the 2024 US presidential debates, negative 
evaluations, insults, oppositions, repetitions, conceptual metaphors

1. Introduction1. Introduction

A political debate is often referred to as the ultimate job interview for 
presidential nominees. In a face-to-face format, each nominee addresses 
the key issues of their political policy hoping that the undecided voters, in 
particular, would be able to compare their answers and pick the nominee 
whose platform best matches their beliefs. In other words, both candidates 
attempt to present the best version of their arguments and make the best 
possible persuasive case for the viewers (Warner & McKinney, 2013). 
However, a constructive debate most often seems to be aimed at construing 
the negative image of the political ‘other’ instead of validating the positive 
image of the political ‘self’ by means of neutral counterarguments, which 
leads to a disparaging rhetoric and the presence of different negative 
evaluations of the opponent in the debates. 

This paper explores the negative portrayals of opponents featured in 
two debates held during the US presidential campaign in 2024 between 
the Republican and Democrat presidential nominees, the first one between 
Donald Trump and Joe Biden, and the second one between Donald Trump 
and Kamala Harris. Against the wider background of Political Discourse 
Analysis (PDA), which outlines the nature and common argumentative 
strategies of political discourse (Van Dijk 1997, 2002; D’Errico et 
al., 2014; Poggi & D’Errico, 2022a), and Critical Metaphor Analysis 
(CMA), which proposes that metaphor analysis should be considered 
an important component of critical discourse analysis (Charteris-Black 
2004, 2011), we aim at investigating the strategies of discrediting the 
political opponent in the debates. We specifically focus on insults, as the 
most overt means of offending the political authority of the ‘other’, but 
also on other persuasive devices used in argumentation, such as pronoun-
based (WE-THEY or I-(S)HE) oppositions, repetitions or three-part lists 
and conceptual metaphors.



Maja Stevanović and Tijana Vesić Pavlović: “I mean, what are you talking about?...

13

The paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we provide a description 
of the theoretical framework used in the analysis, followed by previous 
studies that dealt with the features of political discourse, and, specifically, 
election debates, in the context of US politics. Section 3 contains details 
on the materials used in the analysis and the applied methodology. The 
results of our analysis are presented and interpreted in section 4, and the 
concluding remarks are laid out in section 5.

2. Theoretical framework2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Political discourse and persuasion2.1. Political discourse and persuasion

It is natural that the study of political discourse has gained considerable 
attention since “much political action and participation is accomplished by 
discourse and communication” (Van Dijk, 2002: 203). Political discourse 
is identified by “its actors or authors, viz., politicians” (Van Dijk, 1997: 12) 
and the context in which it occurs, i.e. “various political and communicative 
events and encounters” (such as parliamentary sessions, election 
campaigns, rallies, interviews with the media, etc.) (Van Dijk, 1997: 14). 
Apart from the normativity of an official discourse (which includes formal 
styles of address, established formats and structures of communication 
and an overall informative intent – to provide clear, accurate and factual 
information), a distinct feature of political discourse is that it is highly 
persuasive (Van Dijk, 1997, 2002; Charteris-Black 2011). Persuasion entails 
“the intention, act and effect of changing an audience’s thinking” and it 
contains “a type of language that changes cognition, rather than simply 
describes it” (Charteris-Black, 2011: 13). The term rhetoric describes the 
way in which persuasion is undertaken, more specifically, “the methods 
that the speaker uses to persuade” (Charteris-Black, 2011: 13) which are 
mainly directed at influencing public opinion and action towards certain 
political goals by means of discrediting political opponents. Persuasion thus 
figures as the very element of the political ‘self’ which serves to accomplish 
“the perlocutionary effect of voting” (Johansson, 2008: 399). Poggi & 
D’Errico (2022a: 3) argue that “a persuasive politician must be good, clever, 
and strong”, which implies being positively evaluated on three criteria: 
benevolence (which concerns moral evaluation), competence (referring to 
intelligence, knowledge, communication skills), and dominance (implying 
determination, persistency and ability to influence others) (ibid.).
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Different rhetorical devices may be used in political discourse to 
achieve persuasion, many of which also carry a negative evaluation 
of the opponents. Insults are used in political discourse as a means for 
discrediting opponents, usually through attributing negative properties 
by placing the adversary in the degrading category (D’Errico et al., 
2014; Poggi & D’Errico, 2022b). Insults may be subsumed into the so-
called abusive type of ad hominem argument, which can be found in 
the cases where “one party in a discussion criticizes or attempts to 
refute the other party’s argument by directly attacking the second party 
personally” (Walton 1998: 2). Hence, the said party launches an attack 
on the character of the opponents, labelling them as a bad person. The 
aspects of the opponent’s character that are usually in focus in these 
cases comprise honesty, judgment skills, cognitive skills, perception of 
one’s circumstances and personal moral standards (Walton 1998: 209). 
In previous studies in different languages, it has been shown that political 
opponents are often labelled as being dishonest, immoral, incompetent, 
easily swayed, or prone to cheating (D’Errico et al., 2014; Poggi & D’Errico, 
2022b). Most commonly, insults may take the form of direct verbal insults 
accomplished through an informative sentence such as “You are an X”, 
where X stands for either a noun or an adjective which expresses the 
belonging of an opponent to a negative category (Poggi & D’Errico, 2022b: 
172). Impoliteness and offence can also be expressed through figurative 
language, such as conceptual metaphors and metonymies. In the study on 
the offences found in a specific corpus of tweets, Demjén and Hardaker 
(2016: 360) classified the metaphor- and metonymy-based insults in the 
following way: those that convey impoliteness by referring to childhood 
and development (e.g. crybaby), prostitution, sex, and sexual organs (e.g. 
cunt, hooker), references to social activities, scenarios, and characters that 
metonymically stand for social stereotypes (e.g. cat lady, hulk), animals 
(e.g. bitch, cow) and things and (often worthless) objects (e.g. shit, crap).

Politicians also frequently utilize the distinction between us and them, 
with the evaluations of us and our actions being framed in positive terms, 
and the evaluations of them and their actions framed in negative terms 
(Van Dijk, 1997: 28). While the WE-THEY opposition essentially builds a 
positive in-group or a negative out-group identity, other pronoun-based 
oppositions (such as I-(S)HE or I-THEY) focus on the individual politician in 
opposition to another individual or group. In terms of rhetorical purposes, 
such oppositions are primarily used to emphasize individual accountability 
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which implies taking personal credit for success or assigning blame to 
specific individuals or groups for failures. 

Another device used to draw attention of the audience and communicate 
the desired political messages is repetition, which may operate “at the level 
of sounds (alliterations and rhymes), sentence forms (parallelisms) and 
meaning (semantic repetition)” (Van Dijk, 1997: 35). In political debates, 
repetition signals to the audience that a specific message is worthy of 
attention. A special form of repetition, commonly known as a three-part 
list, consists of three parallel clauses, phrases or words in a sequence. 
When a speaker presents information, arguments or descriptions in sets of 
three, the first two items usually establish a pattern while the third part of 
the list reinforces the first two and creates a sense of completeness and 
persuasiveness of the message being conveyed (Charteris-Black, 2011). 

A glance at virtually any media related to public-interest topics quickly 
yields examples of important subjects being discussed in metaphorical 
ways. In political discourse, the figurative framing of political issues is an 
important rhetorical device used for achieving persuasion (Charteris-Black, 
2009, 2011; Lakoff, 2014; Musolff, 2006). Within the Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory (CMT), metaphorical expressions are surface realizations of a 
cross-domain mapping which enables us to understand abstract domains 
of experience via concrete domains. The structural similarity between the 
domains is represented in the form target domain is source domain, e.g. life 
is a journey (Kövecses, 2010; Lakoff & Johnson, 2003[1980]). The primary 
function of conceptual metaphors in political discourse is to “frame how 
we view or understand political issues by eliminating alternative points 
of view” (Charteris-Black, 2011: 32) where framing denotes the process 
of using language to evoke specific conceptually structured background 
knowledge with the aim of shaping how certain abstract concepts are 
understood and interpreted (Charteris-Black 2004; Lakoff, 2014). Critical 
Metaphor Analysis (CMA) highlights the fact that metaphor does not exist 
independently in words but that it is rather an aspect of our interpretation 
of its use in particular context and insists on “identifying the propositions 
that underlie the cognitive basis of metaphors and reveal the intentions 
of speakers” (Charteris-Black 2004: 11). This approach also proposes that 
conceptual metaphors used in political discourse are almost always “a 
conscious linguistic choice” (Charteris-Black 2004: 30) as they help form 
opinions, reveal underlying ideologies and attitudes and prioritize one 
interpretation over the other. In terms of the specific US political landscape, 
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Lakoff and associates (Lakoff, 1996, 2014; Lakoff & Wehling, 2016) have 
shown that the Conservatives frame their messages in accordance with 
the strict father model, which emphasizes self-discipline, hierarchy, and 
individual responsibility, while the Progressives embrace the nurturant 
parent model, which puts forth empathy, compassion, equality, and 
collective care. The specific nature of these frames brings about different 
forms of moral reasoning in these two groups, which, in turn, influence 
the perception of different relevant issues in politics, such as taxation, 
healthcare, crime, the environment, abortion etc. 

2.2. Previous studies on the rhetoric of the US election debates2.2. Previous studies on the rhetoric of the US election debates

Election debates in the United States of America have a long tradition. 
There are various studies that investigated the strategies used to confront 
the opponent in these debates, as well as the effect they had on viewers/
voters. Benoit et al. (2003) conducted a meta-analysis of the effects 
of watching US presidential debates and reached several important 
conclusions: first of all, debates can have agenda-setting effects; they 
can change the perceptions of the personality of candidates, impact vote 
preference, as well as increase issue knowledge, and thus influence the 
voters’ preferences for the candidates’ stands on particular issues. Still, 
according to this study, debates do not have a significant effect on the 
perceptions of candidates’ leadership ability or their competences. Romero 
et al. (2015) analyzed the transcripts of US presidential debates from 1976 
to 2012 with the aim of finding out whether matching the opponent’s 
linguistic style, which might lead to greater perspective taking, would 
improve polling numbers. It was shown that the candidates who managed 
to match the linguistic style of their opponent did increase their standing 
in the polls. Jarman (2005) explored the reactions of voters to the second 
presidential debate held between G. W. Bush and J. Kerry in 2004, noting 
that the audience’s reactions were strongly affected by the voters’ political 
affiliation (Republican or Democrat). Hence, it may be argued that 
watching the debates actually reinforced the existing standpoints of the 
audience. Further, Warner and McKinney (2013) proved that the debates 
may actually increase political polarization between the supporters of 
different parties.

One strand of relevant previous research focused on the particular 
features of the rhetoric of the Republicans and Democrats in their 
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communication with the electorate. Painter and Fernandes (2021) explored 
the candidates’ word choices and rhetorical styles in a longitudinal study 
conducted on the vast number of general election debates and primary 
debates. They showed that Democrats used fairly more realism, activity and 
commonality in their rhetoric, while the Republican candidates relied more 
on rhetorical certainty. These authors also found that rhetorical certainty 
in speeches tended to change over time, being more present in the 1960s 
and 1970s than in the 2010s and 2020s general election debates. Khajavi 
and Rasti (2020) analyzed the 2020 speeches from the election campaign 
in the presidential race between B. Obama and M. Romney. These were 
the most frequently used strategies in the speeches aiming to win the 
attention of voters: self-representation, negative representation of others, 
legitimization and delegitimization, and persuasion. Still, while Obama 
mostly relied on evoking the myth of the American dream, the prevailing 
strategy of the Republican candidate was the negative representation of 
other, which did not seem to bring Romney success.

The use of the 1st person plural in speeches and debates is also a 
means of taking a certain stance in the political discourse. The study that 
focused on the self-identifications of American politicians in their speeches 
during the interviews and the debate in the 2008 election (Proctor & Su, 
2011) found that the 1st person plural could be used to evoke nationalistic 
emotions, as well as to achieve career goals; the pronominal choice was 
also proved to indicate the strength of the relation between a politician 
and his/her party. 

The 2016 presidential campaign and the ensuing debate gathered a 
lot of attention since it was the first mixed-gender presidential race in 
the US, with Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton as the Republican and 
Democrat nominees. Carsten et al. (2019) analyzed the rhetoric of these 
two candidates, showing that Trump used more negative, aggressive and 
hostile rhetoric than Clinton, but also that there was a link between the 
attitudes of his followers towards gender and attributing effectiveness 
and charisma to Trump. Grebelsky-Lichtman and Katz (2019) focused on 
both the verbal and nonverbal patterns of communication in this same 
debate. They found that Trump mainly used the masculine, while Clinton 
expressed the feminine patterns of communication. Further, these authors 
argue that, since this was a mixed-gender debate, the contenders’ conduct 
was in keeping with the features of their gender, mainly when it comes to 
nonverbal conduct. In the debates of the same presidential race, Clinton 
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used the pronoun I more frequently than Trump, which may indicate that 
she tried to put forth expressing herself as an individual, while Trump 
used the pronoun we more often than Clinton, which may imply that he 
wanted to create togetherness with the audience in discussing important 
issues (Krawrungruang & Yaoharee, 2018). Bucy et al. (2020) analyzed 
the verbal, nonverbal and tonal coding of the messages during the first 
Trump and Clinton debate of 2016, labelling Trump’s debate style as norm-
violating and transgressive, frequently crossing the boundaries of what is 
deemed moral and socially acceptable. 

The most recent study on the semantic and pragmatic features of the 
US election debates by Wicke and Bolognesi (2025) analyzed the debate 
between K. Harris and D. Trump held in 2024. The authors concluded that 
the two nominees used different figurative frames, with Trump relying on 
those of crisis and decline, and Harris utilizing those of empowerment and 
recovery.

The overview of previous relevant studies on the rhetoric, and 
consequently, the effect of the US presidential race speeches and debates, 
shows that the framing of relevant issues in the debates can have a 
significant impact on shaping the public perception of the competence of 
the candidate. Our study focuses on specific rhetorical devices which the 
2024 US presidential candidates used in the debates to discredit the political 
opponent and thus strengthen their own image as a better candidate. 

3. Corpus and methodology3. Corpus and methodology

At the beginning of the US presidential campaign 2024, the contenders 
were Joseph Biden, as the nominee of the Democratic Party, and Donald 
Trump, as the nominee of the Republican Party. However, due to increased 
concerns regarding Biden’s age and health, the Democratic nominee was 
changed and Kamala Harris was endorsed instead of Biden. Hence, the 
two presidential debates in the 2024 presidential race were held between 
different people. The first was the debate between the Democratic 
nominee, Joseph Biden, and the Republican nominee, Donald Trump; 
it was hosted by CNN and took place on June 27, 2024. The second 
debate was sponsored by ABC and it was held on September 10, 2024. 
The participants were Donald Trump and the new Democratic nominee, 
Kamala Harris. Each of the debates lasted around 90 minutes and was 
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moderated using a set of predefined rules; no live audience was present, 
no opening statements were made and the contenders were not allowed to 
ask each other questions. 

The corpus for the analysis includes the transcripts of these two 
debates available on the CNN and ABC websites1 (35,161 words in total). 
The number of words and sentences uttered per candidate in each debate 
are shown in Table 12.

Table 1: The number of candidates’ words and sentences 
in each of the debates

Total number 
of words

Total number of 
sentences

Average words 
per sentence

The first debate

Joseph Biden 6,704 480 13.97

Donald Trump 8,087 709 11.4

The second debate

Kamala Harris 5,203 318 16.41

Donald Trump 7,963 813 9.80

The topics of the debates covered similar issues, namely, the state of the US 
economy, the war in Ukraine, the Middle East, climate issues, immigration, 
healthcare, democracy, etc. The key words for each debate are shown in 
Figure 13. 

1	 The transcript of the first debate between Biden and Trump is available at https://
edition.cnn.com/2024/06/27/politics/read-biden-trump-debate-rush-transcript/index.
html; the transcript of the second debate between Harris and Trump is available at 
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/harris-trump-presidential-debate-transcript/sto- 
ry?id=113560542.

2	 The data presented in Table 1 were obtained via online readability software https://
www.webfx.com/tools/read-able. 

3	 The key words were extracted and the figures created via https://voyant-tools.org.
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Figure 1: The key words in each of the debates

1a) Key words in the	 1b) Key words in the
Biden vs. Trump debate	 Harris vs. Trump debate

Having collected the materials, the authors proceeded with the analysis 
that included identifying the instances of negative evaluations of their 
political opponent and registering the insults, pronoun-based oppositions, 
repetitions, three-part lists and conceptual metaphors in keeping with the 
definitions provided in previous studies, mentioned in subsection 2.1. In 
the following section, we will present the examples of these rhetorical 
devices identified in the two debates and elaborate on their use and effect.

4. Research results and discussion 4. Research results and discussion 

This section is organized into four subsections, each outlining and 
discussing the use of one of the investigated rhetorical devices in the 
debates, substantiated by relevant examples from each debate.

4.1. Insults4.1. Insults

In the first debate, both nominees used the insults aiming to show the 
opponent’s lack of benevolence, implying that the other was a liar (JB4: 
ex. 1, DT: ex. 2) or a person of loose morality (JB: ex. 3, an insult that 
references an animal). They also attempted to downgrade the opponent 

4	 Initials of the nominee who uttered a specific example are given so as to provide 
information on the origin of the example.

The corpus for the analysis includes the transcripts of these two debates available on the 
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per candidate in each debate are shown in Table 13. 

 

Table 1: The number of candidates’ words and sentences in each of the debates 

 Total number of 

words 

Total number of 

sentences 

Average words per 

sentence 

The first debate 

Joseph Biden 6,704 480 13.97 

Donald Trump 8,087 709 11.4 

The second debate 

Kamala Harris 5,203 318 16.41 

Donald Trump 7,963 813 9.80 

 

The topics of the debates covered similar issues, namely, the state of the US economy, the war 

in Ukraine, the Middle East, climate issues, immigration, healthcare, democracy, etc. The key 

words for each debate are shown in Figure 14.  

 

Figure 1: The key words in each of the debates 

 
1a) Key words in the Biden vs. Trump debate 1b) Key words in the Harris vs. Trump debate 

 

                                                           
2 The transcript of the first debate between Biden and Trump is available at 
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/06/27/politics/read-biden-trump-debate-rush-transcript/index.html; the transcript of 
the second debate between Harris and Trump is available at https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/harris-trump-
presidential-debate-transcript/story?id=113560542. 
3 The data presented in Table 1 were obtained via online readability software https://www.webfx.com/tools/read-
able.  
4 The key words were extracted and the figures created via https://voyant-tools.org. 



Maja Stevanović and Tijana Vesić Pavlović: “I mean, what are you talking about?...

21

on grounds of lack of competence, labelling the other as someone who 
speaks nonsense (JB: ex. 4, 5, DT: ex. 6), who is incompetent (JB: ex. 7) or 
has done a terrible job acting as a president (DT: ex. 8), to such an extent 
that he should be ashamed of himself (DT: ex. 9) or labelled as the worst 
president in history (JB: ex. 10).

1.	 Every single thing he said is a lie, every single one. (JB)
2.	 I’ve never seen anybody lie like this guy. He lies – I’ve never seen it. 

(DT)
3.	 How many billions of dollars do you owe in civil penalties for 

molesting a woman in public, for doing a whole range of things, 
of having sex with a porn star on the night – and – while your wife 
was pregnant? I mean, what are you talking about? You have the 
morals of an alley cat. (JB)

4.	 He has no idea what the hell he’s talking about. (JB)
5.	 I’ve never heard so much malarkey in my whole life. (JB)
6.	 He made that up. He put it in the commercials. He made up the 

suckers and losers so he should apologize to me right now. (DT)
7.	 And now I’m the oldest. This guy’s three years younger and a lot 

less competent. (JB)
8.	 So – and about so many other things, too. I wasn’t really going to 

run until I saw the horrible job he did. He’s destroying our country. 
(DT)

9.	 What they’ve done to some people that are so innocent, you ought 
to be ashamed of yourself, what you have done, how you’ve destroyed 
the lives of so many people. (DT)

10.	And by the way, worst president in history – 159 presidential 
scholars voted him the worst president in the history of the United 
States of America. (JB)

Similarly, in the second debate, both candidates insulted the opponent 
commenting on their lack of benevolence and lack of competence; hence, 
both Harris and Trump described the other as liars (KH: ex. 11, DT: ex. 
12) and as incompetent persons (ex. 13−17); additionally, when calling 
on Trump for his supposed lack of competence, Harris also suffused her 
insults with ridicule5, claiming that he spoke about fictional characters and 

5	 Ridicule is frequent in political debates as a means of “discrediting a person by showing 
some feature that makes him look ridiculous“ (Poggi & D’Errico 2022c: 185).
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provided fake facts (KH: ex. 16), thus becoming an object of derision in the 
eyes of major world leaders.

11.	But I’m going to tell you all, in this debate tonight, you’re going to 
hear from the same old, tired playbook, a bunch of lies, grievances 
and name-calling. (KH)

12.	Excuse me, I have to respond. Another lie. It’s another lie. (DT)
13.	So, Donald Trump has no plan for you […] because he is more 

interested in defending himself than he is in looking out for you. 
(KH)

14.	And just to finish off, she doesn’t have a plan. She copied Biden’s 
plan. (DT)

15.	And by the way, that’s why Russia attacked Ukraine. Because they 
saw how incompetent she and her boss are. (DT)

16.	You will see during the course of his rallies he talks about fictional 
characters like Hannibal Lecter. He will talk about windmills cause 
cancer. And world leaders are laughing at Donald Trump. I have 
talked with military leaders, some of whom worked with you. And 
they say you’re a disgrace. (KH)

17.	She’s worse than Biden. In my opinion, I think he’s the worst 
president in the history of our country. She goes down as the worst 
vice president in the history of our country. (DT)

Both Democratic nominees wanted to discredit Trump claiming that he 
supported anti-democratic regimes, which, consequently, implies he 
wished to become a dictator himself (JB: ex. 18, KH: ex. 19). Trump, on 
the other hand, tried to impute the leftist ideas to Harris, calling her a 
Marxist (DT: ex. 20).

18.	And our – those who he cuddles up to, from Kim Jong-un who he 
sends love letters to, or Putin, et cetera, they don’t want to screw 
around with us. (JB)

19.	It is well known that he admires dictators, wants to be a dictator 
one day one according to himself.... And it is absolutely well known 
that these dictators and autocrats are rooting for you to be president 
again because they’re so clear, they can manipulate you with flattery 
and favors. (KH)

20.	Everybody knows she’s a Marxist. (DT)
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4.2. Pronoun-based oppositions4.2. Pronoun-based oppositions

In terms of contextual relevance, the most salient pronoun-based opposition 
in the Trump-Biden debate reveals that positive self-representation and 
negative other-representation relies primarily on the direct I-HE opposition 
which contains contrastive parallelisms. This opposition indicates that 
both Trump and Biden are self-centered, trying to establish themselves as 
dominant singular leaders who take credit for the acts that conversely put 
blame on the opponent, as illustrated by ex. 21−25.

21.	 All of the different things I approved, he abandoned. (DT)
22.	 Well, I took two tests, cognitive tests. He took none. (DT)
23.	 The reason he’s got jobs is because I cut the regulations that gave 

jobs, but he’s putting a lot of those regulations back on. (DT)
24.	 He – out of the Paris Peace Accord – Climate Accord, I immediately 

joined it. (JB)
25.	 He wants to undo all that I’ve done. (JB)

The WE-HE opposition appears to be weaker and used with a different 
purpose – to emphasize the positive collective efforts of one administration 
in opposition to the self-willingness or the negative perception of the main 
representative of the other (ex. 26, 27).

26.	 We put more police on the street than any administration has. He 
wants to cut the cops. (JB)

27.	 All over the world we were respected, and then he comes in and he’s 
now laughed at. (DT)

With both Biden and Trump trying to represent themselves as authoritative 
actors, it is not surprising that the WE-THEY opposition manifests itself as 
the weakest in their respective speeches. The relevant examples (28, 29) 
which substantiate this opposition predominantly include accusations or 
praiseworthy statements on the part of opposing parties.

28.	 They’re going to destroy Social Security. (DT)
29.	 We created 15,000 new jobs. (JB)

The Trump-Harris debate is dominated by indirect I-SHE and I-HE 
oppositions. Trump uses the pronoun I primarily for highlighting his 
personal accomplishments and portraying himself as a strong leader (ex. 
32). He effectively uses the pronoun she to discredit Harris as a worthy 
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political opponent by equating her with Biden (where the name of the 
president (Biden) metonymically stands for his political views, aims and 
policies), which further implies that Trump is trying to portray Harris as a 
presidential candidate who has not had any distinctive accomplishments 
and can only be metonymically framed as an extension of the previous 
administration rather than a new leader (ex. 30). Harris, on the other 
hand, uses the pronoun I to distance herself from both Trump and Biden 
(once again metonymically framed in terms of their respective political 
backgrounds) and establish herself as a valid political opponent (ex. 31). 
The pronoun he is mainly used in accusatory statements (ex. 33).

30.	 She is Biden. [...] she has no policy. (DT)
31.	 Clearly, I am not Joe Biden, and I am certainly not Donald Trump. 

(KH)
32.	 And I did something that nobody thought was possible. (DT)
33.	 He bypassed the Afghan government. He negotiated directly with a 

terrorist organization called the Taliban. (KH)

As opposed to Trump’s speech, where the WE-THEY and I-THEY oppositions 
are used to a lesser extent (ex. 34, 35), such oppositions are virtually 
non-existent in Harris’ speech, possibly because she wants to single out 
Trump and highlight his personal accountability against the background 
of his administration on the one hand and downplay her lack of personal 
accomplishments on the other. The only option that seems plausible for 
Harris to rely on in this respect is the WE-HE opposition, as in ex. 36.

34.	 We had no inflation, virtually no inflation, they had the highest 
inflation, perhaps in the history of our country. (DT)

35.	 But the only jobs they got were bounce-back jobs. But I was the one 
that created them. (DT)

36.	 Donald Trump said he was going to allow Medicare to negotiate 
drug prices. He never did. We did. (KH)

4.3. Repetitions and three-part lists4.3. Repetitions and three-part lists

Trump deliberately uses repetitions to reiterate specific accusations against 
Biden and force him into a defensive position. Repetitions in Biden’s speech 
do not illustrate the same discursive strategy and have the function of non-
deliberate lexical fillers – phrases used in speech that do not contribute 
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to the meaning of the sentence but serve to fill pauses or hesitations in 
speech, allowing him to gather his thoughts (ex. 38). 

37.	 He’s given $200 billion now or more to Ukraine. He’s given $200 
billion. That’s a lot of money. (DT)

38.	 I’ve passed the most extensive, it was the most extensive climate 
change legislation in history, in history. (JB)

While three-part lists are coherently and frequently used by Trump for 
discrediting Biden in terms of his immigration policy and his ability to 
wield power in foreign policy affairs (ex. 39, 40), Biden uses the same 
rhetorical strategy only for outlining the main agenda of his administration 
in the current political campaign (ex. 41).

39.	 He decided to open up our border to people that are from prisons, 
people that are from mental institutions, people that are from insane 
asylums. (DT)

40.	 They don’t respect him. They don’t fear him. They have nothing 
going with this gentleman and he’s going to drive us into World 
War Three. (DT)

41.	 We’re going to make sure that we reduce the price of housing. We’re 
going to make sure we build 2 million new units. We’re going to 
make sure we cap rents, so corporate greed can’t take over. (JB)

In the second debate, Trump resorts to using repetition as yet another 
rhetorical device for emphasizing the indistinctive nature of Harris’ 
political strategies and policies as the main drawback of her presidential 
nomination (ex. 42). Harris, on the other hand, seems to be compelled to 
stand her ground against such an accusation by employing the repetitive 
contrastive parallelism (ex. 43). 

42.	 She doesn’t have a plan. Take a look at her plan. She doesn’t have a 
plan. (DT)

43.	 I believe in what we can do to strengthen our small businesses, 
which is why I have a plan. I have a plan to give startup businesses 
$50,000 tax deduction… I have a plan. (KH)

Trump relies on three-part lists to discredit Harris for the lack of taking 
concrete steps in the name of the policies that she proposes. Harris, however, 
employs the same rhetorical device in a more effective fashion because she 
relies on the audience centric approach. When Harris repeatedly uses the 
objective personal pronoun us as part of the three-part list, she is creating a 
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sense of unity, aligning herself with the American people (particularly the 
audience she is trying to reach) and positioning herself as someone who 
shares the struggles of Trump’s wrongdoings (ex. 45). Conversely, by using 
the possessive adjective your as part of the same rhetorical device, she 
deliberately distances herself from the audience with the aim of prioritizing 
and personalizing the needs, dreams and desires of individual members of 
the audience that Trump does not seem to care about (ex. 46). 

44.	 So, she just started by saying she’s going to do this, she’s going to 
do that, she’s going to do all these wonderful things. Why hasn’t she 
done it? (DT)

45.	 Donald Trump left us the worst unemployment since the Great 
Depression. Donald Trump left us the worst public health epidemic 
in a century. Donald Trump left us the worst attack on our democracy 
since the Civil War. (KH)

46.	 You will not hear him talk about your needs, your dreams, and your 
desires. (KH)

4.4. Metaphors4.4. Metaphors

In the Trump-Harris debate, Trump deliberately employs the country is 
a business metaphor by highlighting the entailment which implies that 
running a country can be understood as running a business organization. The 
analogy, which specifically frames the leader of a country as being similar 
to a Chief Executive Officer (CEO) in a company, draws on his identity as a 
businessman which he skillfully uses with two aims – (1) to discredit Harris 
by referring to Biden as her boss (DT: ex. 47) which further frames their 
political partnership in corporate terms (e.g. CEO and Vice-President (VP)) 
to reflect the hierarchy of power and Harris’ subordinate position, and (2) 
to position himself as the boss and those around him (cabinet members, 
appointees, etc.) as employees who were fired for poor performance (DT: 
ex. 48). The pragmatic implications of the latter serve to portray Trump 
as a strong leader – the one who is in control, expects results and takes 
decisive actions when expectations are not met. 

47.	 And by the way, that’s why Russia attacked Ukraine. Because they 
saw how incompetent she and her boss are. (DT)

48.	 I fired most of those people. They did bad things or a bad job. I fired 
them. (DT)
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Kamala Harris, on the other hand, plays along with the general 
implications of the imposed metaphor, but employs a rhetorical reversal of 
Trump’s own framing (ex. 49):

49.	 Donald Trump was fired by 81 million people. So, let’s be clear 
about that. (KH)

By claiming that Trump was fired by 81 million people, Harris evokes 
reference to the people who cast their votes for Joe Biden in the 2020 
presidential election and thus reframes the metaphor to emphasize a 
different hierarchy of power – as the incumbent president, Trump was 
the employee of the people of the USA who negatively reviewed his 
performance and decided to dismiss him.

Yet another particularly salient metaphor, primarily initiated by 
Harris, revolves around the conceptualization of time in spatial terms. The 
metaphorical conceptualization of time in terms of space typically implies 
talking about the future as being in front of us and the past as being behind 
us (Lakoff & Johnson 2003 [1980]). Harris relies on this conventional 
metaphor in her closing statement to frame her political campaign as 
progressive and future-oriented.

50.	 So I think you’ve heard tonight two very different visions for our 
country. One that is focused on the future and the other that is 
focused on the past. And an attempt to take us backward. But we’re 
not going back. (KH)

In his response (ex. 51), Trump insists that the desirable future for the 
people of the USA lies in the restoration of the past and reframes the 
metaphor to suit the overall goal of his political campaign – Make America 
Great Again.

51.	 They want to bring our country back. They want to make America 
great again. (DT)

The final sentence in Harris’ closing statement represents a metaphorically 
used three-part list which once again evokes the need for progress, change 
and new leadership (ex. 52).

52.	 I say we don’t have to go back. Let’s not go back. We’re not going 
back. (KH)
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5. Conclusion5. Conclusion

The focus of our paper was on the rhetorical devices (insults, pronoun-
based oppositions, repetitions and three-part lists, and conceptual 
metaphors) used in the 2024 US presidential debates for negatively 
evaluating the political opponent and thus winning political points in one’s 
own presidential race. Our findings indicate that the 2024 debates were 
marked by a high degree of polarization, with each candidate employing 
these specific rhetorical strategies to present themselves positively and 
portray the opponent negatively. 

Based on the analysis, we may argue that insults were primarily used 
for personal attacks to undermine the opponent’s character, credibility 
and competence. Trump and Biden questioned one another’s benevolence, 
repeatedly implying dishonesty – portraying the other as a liar or someone 
of dubious morality. Both also challenged their opponent’s competence, 
depicting the other as incompetent or ineffective to the point of disgrace. 
Harris, in particular, combined allegations of incompetence with ridicule, 
highlighting Trump’s references to fictional characters and fake facts and 
claiming that world leaders view him with derision.

In terms of pronoun-based oppositions, our analysis has shown that 
singular oppositions (I-HE and I-SHE) outweigh the collective one (WE-
THEY), which implies that nominees tried to reinforce their image as 
singular dominant leaders. The direct I-HE opposition was used by both 
Trump and Biden to contrast their own actions with the opponent’s failures, 
whereas the I-(S)HE opposition in the second debate was more indirect and 
without any specific contrastive parallelisms. Biden and Harris, however, 
additionally employed the direct WE–HE opposition to stress the collective 
Democratic achievements and isolate Trump’s individual accountability.

In both debates, Trump frequently relied on repetitions to make 
accusations (e.g. He’s given $200 billion or She doesn’t have a plan), while 
Harris combined repetitions and three-part lists to create a sense of unity 
with the audience. Finally, the conceptual metaphors identified in the 
Trump-Harris debate effectively frame the nominees’ opposing ideologies. 
Trump evoked the country is a business metaphor to assert decisive leadership 
(e.g. I fired them), while Harris reversed the metaphor to empower the 
voters. The time is space metaphor was initiated by Harris to frame voting 
for Trump as regressive, and voting for her party as progressive and future-
oriented (e.g. We’re not going back). 
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The overall analysis of the rhetorical devices presented in this paper 
suggests that presidential opponents strategically employed all of the said 
devices to persuade the audience to reach a decision on (il)legitimacy – 
who deserves power and who deserves blame. Bearing in mind the results 
of the presidential election, namely, the fact that Donald Trump won and 
became the US president for the second time, it may be argued that the 
specific combination of the strategies he employed in the analysed debates 
did have more effect on the voters. Still, this was one of the many factors 
which might have contributed to Donald Trump winning the 2024 US 
presidential race.

The identified frequent use of different discrediting devices in the 
analysed debates is in keeping with the findings of the previous studies 
on the rhetoric of the US presidential debates, for instance, those that 
emphasise that the negative representation of the political opponent is 
very often present in the presidential debates (Khajavi and Rasti, 2020). 
Thus, the current study provides a contribution to the body of existing 
research on the rhetoric of the US presidential debates, since it proves that 
negative representation strategies are still amply used to delegitimize the 
opponent in the debates. Still, there are certain limitations to the paper, 
which should be mentioned. We focused only on a few selected rhetorical 
devices and on the written transcripts of the debates, while non-verbal 
cues may have been analysed as well. The analysis of other speeches of 
these candidates during the 2024 election campaign (e.g. election rally 
speeches) might have provided a more accurate picture of the prevalence 
of certain rhetorical devices in the candidates’ verbal style. Future research 
could therefore extend this analysis by broadening the range of rhetorical 
strategies under examination, as well as by incorporating a broader set of 
election speeches to be analysed.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Bearing in mind the complexity of scientific texts, the analysis of academic 
discourse can be diverse and layered, in linguistic and sociolinguistic terms. 
The language of science has been explored by researchers mainly from the 
following four perspectives: 1) applied linguistics; 2) information studies; 
3) historical linguistics; and 4) sociological studies (Hyland & Salager-
Meyer 2008).

In applied linguistics, Appraisal theory, developed within Systemic 
Functional Linguistics (SFL), provides an important framework for 
analyzing scientific language. Unlike rule-based views of language, SFL 
emphasizes speakers’ meaning potential and focuses on texts rather than 
sentences, treating grammar as the realization of discourse (Halliday 
& Martin 1993). It views language as a system for construing meaning, 
not merely expressing it. SFL identifies three metafunctions: ideational, 
interpersonal, and textual. The interpersonal metafunction—central to 
Appraisal theory—examines how language shapes social relationships, 
reflecting attitudes toward discourse as dialogue (Halliday & Matthiessen 
1999). From this perspective, scientific texts also engage in dialogue with 
their academic communities.

Appraisal theory analyzes the meaning-making resources used to 
enact interpersonal metadiscourse, encompassing evaluation through 
“positive and negative assessments, by which the intensity or directness 
of such attitudinal utterances is strengthened or weakened and by which 
speakers/writers engage dialogistically with prior speakers or with potential 
respondents to the current proposition” (White 2015: 1). It distinguishes 
three categories: Attitude, which maps and expresses feelings (Martin & 
White 2005; Babaii, Reza Atai & Saidi 2017); Engagement, which captures 
dialogic positioning through different stances toward propositions and 
audiences; and Graduation, which modulates meaning by intensifying, 
mitigating, or adjusting category boundaries (Martin & White 2005; White 
2015).

The system of Engagement is concerned with linguistic mechanisms 
used by speakers/writers to adopt a stance towards the attitudinal 
propositions in a text and their addressees and thus engage the addressees 
in the process of evaluation (Martin & White 2005; Stojičić & Figar 2018). 
The meanings grouped together as Engagement are not understood in 
truth functional terms but as possibilities for the authorial voice to position 
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itself towards alternative viewpoints and other voices in a communicative 
event (Martin & White 2005; White 2015). The abovementioned linguistic 
mechanisms consist of a variety of lexical and grammatical forms which 
achieve a specific rhetorical effect in context. According to Martin and 
White (2005), Engagement is concerned with whether the authorial voice 
is neutral, undecided or stands with or against other speakers/writers and 
their value positioning. In other words, authors negotiate their alignment 
or disalignment with such positionings referenced by the text. Therefore, 
they engage with other speakers/writers and prior utterances in the 
same sphere, thus creating a community of shared beliefs and values. 
Engagement encompasses meanings that position a text in dialogue with 
prior knowledge, alternative perspectives, and the anticipated audience. 
This creates a heteroglossic background, acknowledging multiple voices or 
viewpoints. In contrast, some statements are presented as intersubjectively 
neutral, objective, and factual, focusing solely on truth conditions without 
addressing their dialogic role. These are referred to as bare assertions. As 
monoglossic or single-voiced propositions, they are considered dialogically 
inert, lacking acknowledgment of alternative viewpoints (Martin & White 
2005). We can deduce that the broad classification of Engagement involves 
monoglossia (‘single voice’), in which the utterances do not allow for 
alternative viewpoints, and heteroglossia (‘diversity of voices’), by which 
the voice in the text invokes other voices.

According to Martin and White (2005, p. 102), heteroglossia refers 
to the presence of dialogic diversity within a text and is a central feature 
of the Engagement system in Appraisal Theory. This diversity is broadly 
classified into two categories: dialogic contraction and dialogic expansion, 
based on the extent to which an utterance permits or restricts alternative 
viewpoints (Loghmani et al. 2019). Dialogic contraction involves linguistic 
choices that limit or suppress dialogic alternatives, and includes two 
main strategies: disclaim and proclaim. Disclaim covers formulations that 
explicitly reject other perspectives, either through denial, where alternative 
views are directly negated (e.g. never, not, no etc.), or counter, where a 
new proposition is introduced to replace an existing one (e.g. but, yet, 
however etc.). Proclaim, on the other hand, affirms the author’s position 
while marginalizing opposing views. It includes concurrence, which signals 
agreement with an assumed or actual dialogic partner (e.g. naturally, 
obviously, clearly, etc.), pronouncement, where the author strongly asserts 
or emphasizes their stance (e.g. really, ultimately, indeed, etc.), and 
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endorsement, which involves referencing external sources to validate the 
proposition being advanced (e.g. show, demonstrate, find, etc.) (Martin & 
White 2005; Stojičić & Figar 2018). Dialogic expansion, by contrast, allows 
space for alternative voices and viewpoints, and includes the strategies 
of entertainment and attribution. Entertainment reflects the author’s 
openness to multiple possibilities and is realized through expressions 
of epistemic modality, indicating likelihood (e.g. can, possibly, etc.) and 
evidentiality, which points to knowledge based on evidence or appearance 
(e.g. apparently, obviously, indicate, etc.). Attribution introduces external 
perspectives into the text, either through acknowledgment where an 
external viewpoint is cited without overt authorial evaluation (e.g. 
according to, in X’s view, etc.), or distance, where the author deliberately 
signals detachment from the attributed material (e.g. claim) (Loghmani 
et al. 2019; Martin & White 2005; Stojičić 2016). This taxonomy offers 
a nuanced understanding of how authors manage dialogic space in texts, 
enabling them to align with, resist, or entertain various positions in relation 
to their readers and the broader academic discourse.

Figure 1. Classification of heteroglossic Engagement strategies
 

Figure 1. Classification of heteroglossic Engagement strategies 
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The purpose of this study is to investigate the heteroglossic Engagement 
subsystem of Appraisal in research article abstracts from English Language 
Teaching (ELT) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Monoglossic 
utterances were excluded, as they do not establish a dialogic relationship 
between the writer and the reader. Abstracts were chosen because they 
condense the article’s main content, serving both to summarize research 
and to guide readers’ decisions about full-text engagement (Salager-Meyer 
1990; Hyland & Tse 2005; Swales & Feak 2009). An effective abstract 
typically reflects the IMRAD structure, presenting introduction, methods, 
results, and discussion.

This study focuses on how authors construct indirect dialogue with 
their academic community by deploying Engagement resources across 
rhetorical moves. Following Hyland’s (2004) framework, the analysis 
traces the distribution of these resources through the abstract’s structure 
− introduction, purpose, method, product, and conclusion—using both 
statistical and qualitative approaches. Here, the terms rhetorical move and 
section are used interchangeably to denote functionally distinct parts of the 
abstract that guide readers through the text.

2. Material and Methods2. Material and Methods

This study analyzes heteroglossic Engagement in 50 research article 
abstracts − 25 from English Language Teaching (ELT) and 25 from 
English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Only journal article abstracts 
were included, excluding book, conference, or thesis abstracts. ELT 
and ESP, both within the soft sciences, are meaning-focused disciplines 
emphasizing language use and communicative practices (Hyland 2006a, 
2006b; Khansir 2013). ELT centers on language learning and teaching 
across educational levels, while ESP focuses on language use in specific 
professional and social communities. Given their shared grounding in 
linguistic theory and practice, these fields provide a relevant context 
for examining how academic writers employ Engagement resources to 
construct knowledge.

The sample was drawn from journals published by the Taylor & Francis 
Group, selected for three reasons: (1) consistent editorial and peer-review 
standards, (2) indexing in reputable academic databases (e.g., Web of 
Science, ERIC, DOAJ), and (3) high citation impact according to Web of 
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Science. The abstracts analyzed were published between 2015 and 2023 
and retrieved electronically from the Taylor & Francis platform (https://
www.tandfonline.com) using the ‘Advanced Search’ option. For ELT, the 
terms ELT and EFL were used; for ESP, the search began with ESP and was 
refined with terms such as English for Specific Purposes, Business English, 
Academic English, EAP, Medical English, English for Tourism, and English for 
Aviation. This procedure yielded 50 abstracts from 33 journals. The corpus 
contains 8,258 words, averaging 165 words per abstract, with lengths 
ranging from 79 to 245 words.

As Xiaoyu (2017) observes, annotating Engagement resources is 
complex and subjective, since the taxonomy provides only a preliminary 
framework and meanings often vary with context. In this study, annotation 
was conducted manually using UAM CorpusTool (version 6), which 
supports multi-layered linguistic coding. Each abstract was carefully read 
to classify Engagement instances, and dictionaries were consulted in cases 
of uncertainty to ensure contextual accuracy.

Three annotation schemes were applied in UAM CorpusTool: one 
for Engagement resources, one distinguishing ELT and ESP samples, and 
one for rhetorical moves. The abstracts were first categorized as ELT or 
ESP, after which each was segmented into rhetorical moves based on 
Hyland’s (2004) model: introduction (context and importance), purpose 
(aims or hypotheses), method (design and procedures), product (results 
or arguments), and conclusion (interpretation and significance). Finally, 
heteroglossic Engagement resources were manually annotated within each 
abstract in accordance with Martin and White’s framework.

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were applied in the 
analysis of the sample. The quantitative approach was used to calculate the 
frequency of Engagement strategies and conduct statistical analyses. The 
qualitative approach, by contrast, was employed to explore whether the 
presence of certain phenomena reflects broader patterns of language use 
(Xiaoyu 2017). As Hood (2004) observes, the qualitative method privileges 
depth over breadth and complexity over generality, offering insights into 
the text that are not attainable through quantitative analysis and enabling 
the examination of multiple dimensions of meaning as realized through 
interconnected lexical and grammatical choices.
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3. Results3. Results

This section presents the results concerning the instantiation and realization 
of heteroglossic Engagement resources, focusing on their distribution 
across the rhetorical moves of research article abstracts − introduction, 
purpose, method, product, and conclusion − following Hyland’s (2004) 
framework. The analysis combines quantitative examination with 
qualitative interpretation of interpersonal meanings, illustrated by 
representative examples from the sample.

3.1. Introduction Sections3.1. Introduction Sections

According to Hyland (2004), the purpose of introductions is to establish 
the context of the article, provide its essential background, indicate the 
importance of the topic and motivate the research or discussion. In our 
sample, we identified 114 instances of heteroglossic Engagement in 
introductions (RF=55.8 per 1,000 words), with 61 (RF=29.9; G=53.5%) 
classified as expansion and 53 instances (RF= 25.9; G=46.5%) as 
contraction. Table 1 summarizes Engagement subtypes in introductions 
ranked by global selection probabilities, including the number of instances, 
frequency of occurrence per 1,000 words and most common realizations. 

Table 1. Heteroglossic Engagement subtypes in introduction sections

Engagement 
Subtypes in 
Introduction 

Sections

G% No. of 
instances

RF/1000 
words

Most Common 
Realizations

Acknowledge 
[expansion: 
attribution]

28.9 33 16.2

view (n.), 
perception (n.), 
report on, review 
(v)

Modals 
[expansion: 
entertainment]1

22.8 26 12.7
about, attempt 
(n., v), whether, 
evaluate (v)

1	 Within Appraisal Theory, modals refer broadly to modalizing expressions, rather than 
exclusively to modal verbs.
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Counter 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

20.2 23 11.3
however, still, 
although, conflict 
with (v.)

Deny [contraction: 
disclaim] 11.4 13 6.4 little, as opposed to

Pronounce 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

7.9 9 4.4
significant, 
importance, mostly, 
necessary

Endorse 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

4.4 5 2.4 represent, exhibit 
(v.)

Concur 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

2.6 3 1.5 widely accepted

Distance 
[expansion: 
attribution]

1.8 2 1.0 attempt (v.)

Evidentials 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

0.0 0 0.0 /

The resources of acknowledgment emerge as the most dominant category 
in introductions, with a global selection probability of 28.9%. The 
prevalence of acknowledgment strategies can be explained by their 
function of attributing a proposition to an external source, thereby making 
the authorial voice less overt. In introductions, this external voice typically 
represents other authors who establish the foundation of prior research, 
which is illustrated in:

(1)	 Given the Malaysian English curriculum emphasis on learners’ 
intercultural skills, the question that arises is whether imported 
coursebooks meet local learners’ needs. 

In this example, the external voice is not attributed to any author in 
particular, but to the policymakers of the Malaysian English curriculum, 
whose perspective is being challenged by the authorial voice further in the 
article. In any case, the external voice originates from an external source, 
wherein the authorial voice remains backgrounded.
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The second most prominent Engagement subtype in introductions is 
modality (G=22.8%). The prominence of modals in introductions can be 
associated with the shift in focus from previous to current research, where 
the authorial voice does not attribute the proposition to an external source 
but grounds it in their subjecthood (Fryer 2019), as in:

(2)	 This paper describes a structured attempt to integrate the flipped 
classroom model into a senior-level course at the higher education 
level. 

With a global selection probability of 20.2%, countering resources rank 
third in introduction sections. According to Fryer (2019), one of the key 
phases of introductions is identifying the gap in the field, which is realized 
by contrastive features, such as counter or deny or their pairing, as in: 

(3)	 One of the major changes that scholars have called for is the need 
to incorporate the diversity of the form, user and culture of English 
into the existing ELT curriculum. However, this still remains at a 
theoretical level. 

With a global selection probability nearly half that of the preceding 
category, the feature of deny ranks fourth (G = 11.4%). In introductions, 
the purpose of denials is to strengthen the position regarding the research 
gap in a particular field, especially when combined with countering 
resources. Even when denials appear independently, they serve a similar 
purpose, thus legitimizing the author’s need for pedagogical intervention 
or further study, as in:

(4)	 Although some studies have attempted to uncover the practicality 
of this call, they are mostly based in Inner Circle and Expanding 
Circle countries as opposed to Outer Circle countries with a 
colonial past. 

In this instance, the sentence implicitly contrasts where studies are 
conducted, specifically negating or rejecting the inclusion of Outer Circle 
countries. The use of as opposed to establishes this contrast by denying 
or rejecting the possibility that Outer Circle countries have been equally 
represented. 

Concerning pronouncement resources, the analysis reveals that they 
rank fifth in the introduction sections, with a global selection probability of 
7.9%. Pronouncements increase the interpersonal risk by strengthening the 
authorial commitment to a proposition, which may explain their relatively 
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infrequent use in the introduction sections. One of the examples where 
the authorial voice employs pronouncement features without posing much 
threat to the writer-reader solidarity is shown below:

(5)	 Teacher learning is of significant importance in mainstream 
education and a number of attempts have been made to measure 
the quality of teacher learning across different contexts. 

With a global selection probability nearly two times lower than 
pronouncement (G = 4.4%), the endorsement feature holds the sixth 
position in introductions. It is typically used to establish the overall field of 
study (Fryer 2019), as we can see below:

(6)	 The correct use of frequently occurring word combinations 
represents an important part of language proficiency in spoken 
and written discourse. 

The verb represent demonstrates the author’s strong commitment to the 
preposition, which is expected to be more commonly seen in the product 
section, when the authorial voice presents the research results, rather than 
in the introduction, where the topic is introduced.

The least frequently employed Engagement resources in the 
introduction sections are concurrence (G=2.6%), distance (G=1.8%) 
and evidentials (G=0.0%). Concurrence markers function to reinforce 
the acceptance of explicit instruction in the context of learners’ strategy 
development, as seen below.

(7)	 The effectiveness of explicit instruction, within the context of 
strategy development in learners, has been widely accepted for 
several years. 

Regarding distance, its low frequency may be explained by the fact that it 
signals explicit disalignment from the proposition, as in:

(8)	 Although some studies have attempted to uncover the practicality 
of this call, they are mostly based in Inner Circle and Expanding 
Circle countries as opposed to Outer Circle countries with a 
colonial past. 

In this example, the verb attempt detaches the author from the proposition 
by attributing it to other authors. Furthermore, the author does not 
maintain a neutral position by indicating the limitations of the study, which 
are mostly based in Inner Circle instead of encompassing Outer Circle as 
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well. In addition to the context that primarily indicates the distancing 
effect, it is further reinforced by the countering resource realized by the 
subordinating conjunction although. In other contexts, the verb attempt 
can be classified as acknowledgment in the case when the author preserves 
the neutral position. 

Finally, with respect to evidentials, no instances were identified in 
the introductions. Since the use of evidentials relies on evidence-based 
postulations, it is not typical to employ such a deduction process in 
introductions, which serve to set the article’s context, provide background 
information, highlight the importance of the topic and motivate the 
research or discussion.

In summary, we could observe that the distinction in frequency between 
dialogic contraction and expansion is minimal in introduction sections. 
Therefore, the extent to which frequency alone influences the dialogic 
expansion or contraction of a text is open to debate. From a more fine-
grained perspective, introductions are characterized by a high frequency of 
acknowledgment strategies attributing the preposition to an external source, 
which often represents previous researchers who lay the groundwork for the 
study. This heteroglossic position creates the dialogic space for alternatives, 
which is further in the abstract filled by the authorial perspective. The high 
frequency of modals serves to introduce elements of the present research or 
to evaluate previous findings while avoiding categorical assertions. Dialogic 
contraction is reinforced by the frequent deployment of countering resources. 
Notable frequency of counter is explained by their role in identifying gaps in 
the research field, which are subsequently addressed by the authorial voice. 
The use of denials, pronouncement and endorsement is moderate, whereas 
concurrence, distance and evidentials appear considerably less frequently in 
introductions.

3.2. Purpose Sections3.2. Purpose Sections

The purpose section serves to outline the aim of the article, as well as 
its objective, thesis, or hypothesis (Hyland, 2004). Our sample contains 
86 instances of heteroglossic Engagement in this move, with a relative 
frequency (RF) of 47.2 per 1,000 words. Among these, 61 instances 
(RF=33.5; G=70.9%) were categorized as expansion, and 25 instances 
(RF=13.7; G=29.1%) as contraction. Table 2 provides the summary of 
the Engagement subtypes in purpose sections, ranked by global selection 
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probability. The table includes the number of instances, relative frequency 
per 1,000 words, and the most common realizations.

Table 2. Heteroglossic Engagement subtypes in purpose sections

Heteroglossic 
Engagement 

Subtypes 
in Purpose 
Sections

G% No. of 
instances

RF/1000 
words

Most Common 
Realizations

Modals 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

38.4 33 18.1

attempt (v.), 
aim at, prospect, 
potential (adj.), 
whether, estimate 
(v.)

Acknowledge 
[expansion: 
attribution]

31.4 27 14.8

draw on, 
observation, 
reveal, report (v.), 
belief

Endorse 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

15.1 13 7.1 validate, establish, 
validity, reliability

Pronounce 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

7.0 6 3.3
determine, 
confirm, the most 
prominent

Deny [contraction: 
disclaim] 5.8 5 2.7 not, un-, non-

Evidentials 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

1.2 1 0.5 implication

Concur 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

1.2 1 0.5 but also

Distance 
[expansion: 
attribution]

0.0 0 0.0 /

Counter 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

0.0 0 0.0 /
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As Table 3 indicates, modals stand out as the most frequently occurring 
category in the purpose sections, with a global selection probability of 
38.4%. Since modality indicates likelihood stemming from the author’s 
subjectivity, the authorial voice employs modalizing locutions in the 
purpose sections to convey the authors’ effort to achieve a specific research 
goal, which may or may not be successful. In doing so, the author expands 
the dialogic space for an alternative outcome, which is illustrated below. 

(9)	 To capture the unique nature of collective teacher efficacy as 
reflected in ELT settings, the current study attempted to develop 
and validate a context-specific collective efficacy scale and use it 
in exploring collective efficacy beliefs in different ELT contexts. 

The category of acknowledgment ranks second in the purpose sections 
(G=31.4%). Like in introductions, the role of acknowledgment in explaining 
the purpose involves recognizing the previous body of knowledge, which is 
then further evaluated in the text, as in: 

(10)	The current study aimed at exploring the most prominent 
constituent elements of collective teacher efficacy beliefs and 
their contributing factors in the specific context of English 
language teaching. 

In this example, the previous body of knowledge belongs to the teachers 
and refers to the beliefs they hold about their collective ability to impact 
student learning and success. The authorial voice is not explicitly present 
in the statement, suggesting a neutral stance towards it.

In purpose sections, the endorsement feature ranks third, with a 
global selection probability of 15.1%, roughly half that of the higher-
ranked acknowledgment. While endorsement typically serves to present a 
preposition as highly warrantable by attributing it to an external source, 
in the purpose section it is not necessarily related to an explicitly stated 
external voice, which can be seen in:

(11)	The present study aimed to develop a new motivational teaching 
instrument and provide indication for the scale’s validity and 
reliability of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) teachers’ basic 
psychological need fulfillment in online teaching (BPNOT), using 
samples of Indonesian novice and experienced ESP teachers 
across genders. 
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In the given example, validity and reliability are implicitly associated 
with established conventions in the field of educational measurement, 
instead of particular external research or author. Either way, the proposition 
is considered fully credible, leaving no space for alternatives.

The fourth-ranked category is pronouncement, with a global selection 
probability of 7.0%. Consistent with its overall function, in purpose sections 
it serves to amplify the authorial commitment to a preposition, as in: 

(12)	The current study aimed at exploring the most prominent 
constituent elements of collective teacher efficacy beliefs and 
their contributing factors in the specific context of English 
language teaching. 

Denials hold the fifth position, with a global selection probability of 
5.8%. They are typically realized by morphological negations, resulting in 
minimal contextual influence and a moderate dialogic effect, as in:

(13)	This study’s purpose is to examine and compare the impact of 
flipped classrooms versus non-flipped as a means to contribute 
to the growing line of research on flipped teaching through an 
evaluation of both methods’ academic outcomes, along with 
students’ perceptions for their learning experience. 

Evidentials and concurrence occupy the sixth and seventh position in 
purpose sections, with a global selection probability of 1.2%. One of the 
typical realizations of evidentiality is the noun implication, which is most 
commonly found in conclusions. However, when identified in purpose 
sections, it is used to indicate that potential consequences or effects of the 
research analysis will be discussed.

(14)	This qualitative study investigates the qualities of the professional 
ELT TE and what implications such qualities have for achieving 
accountable and quality Second Language Teacher Education 
(SLTE). 

Consistent with its general usage, concurrence in purpose sections 
operates persuasively by first presenting an obvious or widely accepted 
claim, thereby facilitating the reader’s acceptance of an additional claim, 
as in:

(15)	Through their own personal and professional accounts and 
rationales, it seeks to comprehend how they construct their work 
experiences in the light of previous professional trajectories, 
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prior expectations and future mobility plans, but also against 
the backdrop of a highly precarised job market. 

In purpose sections, we did not identify the resources of counter and 
distance. 

Overall, in purpose sections, dialogic expansion predominates over 
dialogic contraction, with global selection probabilities of 70.9% and 
29.1%, respectively. From a more detailed perspective, we can observe 
that modals are the predominant Engagement resource, suggesting that 
authors choose to present their voice as one of the available alternatives 
and reflects their attempt to accomplish a particular research objective. 
A high frequency of acknowledgment can be attributed to their role of 
referencing established knowledge or prevailing perceptions, which is 
then critically assessed throughout the text, opening the dialogic space for 
various interpretations. These two resources are followed by moderate use 
endorsement, pronouncement and deny. Evidentials and concurrence are 
only occasionally employed. Finally, the resources of distance and counter 
were not identified. The absence of distance can be explained by the fact 
that such resources signal the writer’s detachment from a proposition, 
whereas the purpose section presents the study’s aim in a direct, certain, 
and authoritative manner. Similarly, counter resources signal an anticipated 
opposing view or contradiction; however, in purpose sections, the writer 
does not engage in debate or evaluate alternative perspectives, but simply 
articulates the research objective.

3.3. Method Sections3.3. Method Sections

The method section outlines the design, procedures, data, assumptions, 
approach, and other elements related to the study. The sample includes 
29 instances of heteroglossic Engagement in this move (RF of 24.8 per 
1,000 words), which is relatively lower compared to other moves. Among 
these, 21 instances (RF=18.0; G=72.4%) are classified as expansion, 
while 8 instances (RF=6.8; G=27.6%) fall under contraction. Table 3 
summarizes the Engagement subtypes in the method sections, ranked by 
global selection probability. It details the number of instances, frequency of 
occurrence per 1,000 words, and the most common realizations.
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Table 3. Heteroglossic Engagement subtypes 
in method sections

Heteroglossic 
Engagement 

Subtypes 
in Method 
Sections

G% No. of 
instances

RF/1000 
words

Most Common 
Realizations

Acknowledge 
[expansion: 
attribution]

44.8 13 11.1 obtain, propose, 
perception

Modals 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

20.7 6 5.1 try, effort, 
perspective

Endorse 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

17.2 5 4.3 verify, validate

Evidentials 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

6.9 2 1.7 implication, 
suggest

Deny [contraction: 
disclaim] 6.9 2 1.7 not

Pronounce 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

3.4 1 0.0 the most 
prominent

Counter 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

0.0 0 0.0 /

Concur 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

0.0 0 0.0 /

Distance 
[expansion: 
attribution]

0.0 0 0.0 /
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Acknowledgment emerges as the most dominant Engagement 
resource in the method sections, with a global selection probability of 
44.8%. It serves to present methodological choices and instruments as 
credible, by attributing them to an external source, which is the case with 
the verb obtain in Example 16. The verb obtain attributes the preposition 
to a qualitative analysis, which is considered neutral by the author and 
thus warrantable.

(16)	Based on the seven-component initial model obtained from 
qualitative content analysis, a 32-item questionnaire was 
developed and tried on 405 EFL teachers and instructors. 

In this rhetorical move, modalizing expressions, which rank second 
(G=20.7%) are employed to convey the degree of authorial investment in 
the preposition, indicating an outcome that is not entirely certain, as the 
verb try in the same example. This verb indicates that the questionnaire 
was not definitively successful or fully established but was instead put into 
practice to observe its effectiveness. Despite its investment, the authorial 
voice includes the possibility that the questionnaire could be refined, 
opening the dialogic space for an alternative outcome.

Endorsement occupies the third position in the method sections 
(G=17.2%). In this rhetorical move, it is associated with confirming 
the reliability of particular methodological practices, presenting them as 
unquestioned research standards, as illustrated below.

(17)	After developing the scale and administering it to 184 ELT 
teachers, it was validated through both exploratory and 
confirmatory factor analyses which resulted in a few alterations. 

The verbs validate and result serve to frame the methods as conclusive and 
beyond dispute, thereby eliminating alternatives viewpoints, which is a 
characteristic feature of endorsement resources.

Evidentials and denials appear with a global selection probability of 
6.9%, ranking fourth and fifth. The rhetorical function of evidentials in 
method sections is to signal the outcomes associated with the application 
of specific methodological procedures, which are supported by evidence 
inherent in the method itself, as observed in Example 18. The noun 
implications refers to the effects resulting from a particular action and the 
broader significance of its outcome.
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(18)	Data analysis applies the framework of complexity, accuracy 
and fluency (CAF) to bring to the forefront the lexical features 
that delineate the presence of two varieties of English and the 
implications of their choice.

In denials, we could observe the instances of local negation, which does 
not entail the negation of an entire clause and therefore does not produce 
a significant syntactic effect, as in: 

(19)	This article reflects on the first author’s action research, using 
student presentations as a pedagogical practice with first year 
postgraduate students not majoring in English in a Chinese 
university. 

As with previous rhetorical moves, pronouncements in method sections 
(G=3.4%) serve to reinforce authorial commitment to a proposition, as in:

(20)	To achieve this goal, guided by the related literature, the most 
prominent constituent elements of collective teacher efficacy 
were identified through a series of semistructured interviews 
with English language teachers and instructors in educational 
contexts of school, institute, and university. 

In the method sections, we did not identify the resources of distancing, 
concurring and countering.

In short, the statistical analysis reveals that the density of Engagement 
resources in the method sections (RF of 24.8 per 1,000 words) is 
substantially lower than in other sections, suggesting that authors tend to 
favor monoglossic expressions in this rhetorical move. This trend can be 
attributed to the neutral role of the method section, where the authorial 
voice adopts an impartial tone to present methods and materials, leaving 
little space for dialogic interaction in the method sections. In this rhetorical 
move, dialogic expansion outweighs dialogic contraction, with global 
selection probabilities of 72.4% and 27.6%, respectively. A closer look 
reveals that authors typically choose the resources of acknowledgment, 
followed by modals and endorsement, which exhibit a more significant 
relative frequency per 1,000 words, whereas all other resources are 
represented to a lesser extent.
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3.4. Product Sections3.4. Product Sections

The product section, which presents information on research findings, 
exhibits the highest relative frequency per 1,000 words of Engagement 
strategies among all rhetorical sections, with an RF of 88.3 per 1,000 
words (199 instances). Out of these, 120 instances (RF=53.3; G=60.3%) 
are categorized as contraction whereas 79 instances (RF=35.1; G=39.7%) 
as expansion, which is the opposite of introduction, purpose, and methods 
sections, where dialogic expansion prevails. Table 4 provides a summary 
of the Engagement subtypes in the product sections, arranged by global 
selection probability. It includes the number of instances, frequency of 
occurrence per 1,000 words, and the most frequent realizations.

Table 4. Heteroglossic Engagement subtypes 
in product sections

Heteroglossic 
Engagement 

Subtypes 
in Product 
Sections

G% No. of 
instances

RF/1000 
words

Most Common 
Realizations

Endorse 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

30.7 61 27.1

find, finding, 
result (n.), show 
(v.), validity, 
validation, reveal, 
display (v.), 
demonstrate

Acknowledge 
[expansion: 
attribution]

17.6 35 15.5 note (v.), belief

Deny 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

11.6 23 10.2 un-, no, non-, lack

Modals 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

11.1 22 9.8

proposed (adj.), 
may, can, 
perspective, tend 
to, propose
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Evidentials 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

11.1 22 9.8 indicate, emerge, 
suggest, lead to

Counter 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

9.0 18 8.0 though, while, but

Pronounce 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

7.5 15 6.7
remarkably, 
significantly, 
significant

Concur 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

1.5 3 1.3 not only… but 
also, certainly

Distance 
[expansion: 
attribution]

0.0 0 0.0 /

Endorsement is by far the most dominant Engagement resource in 
products, with a global selection probability of 30.7%, compared to 
17.6% of acknowledgment, which ranks second. Since the resources of 
endorsement serve to attribute the preposition to an undeniable external 
source, thus offering no space for alternative positions, they are suitable 
for framing research results. This indicates that, in presenting results, the 
authorial voice adopts a dialogically contractive position, asserting the 
results with firm assurance of their correctness. This is illustrated with 
the verb demonstrate in the example below. The verb signals the author’s 
strong agreement with the research results, whose credibility is not subject 
to doubt. 

(21)	Results demonstrated that there is a significant relationship 
between teachers’ self-efficacy and their teaching styles. 

Acknowledgment, which ranks second in the product sections, functions 
to attribute propositions to an external voice considered in the analysis, 
as illustrated by the use of the noun view in Example 22. The reference 
to participants’ views indicates that the positions expressed are those of 
the participants, not the author. This attribution thus delineates a clear 
boundary between authorial stance and reported stance.
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(22)	Although the findings indicate an overall Anglophone-centric 
attitude among the participants, particularly in terms of the 
choice of teaching model, they also reveal differences in the 
participants’ views and experience of language use depending 
on their education level, age and occupational background. 

The resources of deny rank third, with a global selection probability of 
11.6%. We identified the instances of both morphological and noun phrase 
negation. Since their character is local, they do not perform the role of 
addressing and rectifying misconceptions, as exemplified in:

(23)	Though some relative differences were found between the 
published and unpublished studies in the areas and contexts 
researched, both types of studies were similar in the research 
methods used and nature of the topics covered. 

Modals and evidentials occupy the fourth and fifth position in the product 
sections (G=11.1%). The purpose of modalizing locutions in product 
sections is to avoid overstating authorial certainty and showing openness to 
alternative interpretations, as in Example 24. In this example, the adjective 
proposed positions the preposition collective efficacy model as one of the 
possible options, whereas the scale mentioned in this sentence can fit other 
models, which invites the readers to consider alternative positions.

(24)	The results of the confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the 
scale showed indices of construct validity and suitably fit the 
proposed collective efficacy model. 

With regard to evidentials, whose use is grounded in evidence-based 
postulations, their function in this rhetorical move is typically to present 
research results. This is illustrated in Example 22, where the verb indicate 
signals that the conclusion is derived from data analysis and that the 
statement is substantiated by empirical evidence.

In the product sections, counter occupies the sixth position (G 
= 9.0%), as illustrated in Example 22. In this case, the subordinating 
conjunction although serves to acknowledge one finding while countering 
it by introducing an alternative perspective that nuances or qualifies the 
initial generalization.

Pronouncement ranks seventh, with a global selection probability 
of 7.5%. Consistent with its function in other sections, pronouncement 
in the product sections serves to draw attention to a proposition and 
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emphasize the authorial stance, as exemplified by the adverb particularly 
in Example 22. This example demonstrates the density of heteroglossic 
Engagement in product sections, as a single sentence incorporates the 
resources of endorsement, evidentiality, counter, pronouncement, and 
acknowledgment.

Concurrence resources rank second to last in the product sections 
(G=1.5%). Within this rhetorical move, their function is to express the 
author’s explicit alignment with a projected dialogic partner, consistent 
with their broader role in academic discourse, as seen below.

(25)	The findings of the analysis suggest that the global ELT textbook 
not only presents a particular neoliberal worldview as common 
sense, but also encourages students to implement techniques 
of self-government to become entrepreneurial individuals and 
responsible consumers. 

Similar to other rhetorical moves, distancing resources were not observed 
in the product sections. 

Overall, our analysis indicates that, unlike in other rhetorical moves, 
dialogic contraction strategies are especially salient in product sections, with 
endorsement strategies demonstrating marked prominence. This tendency 
can be accounted for by the communicative purpose of the product section, 
which is to present the author’s research findings grounded in systematic 
and empirical research. The results obtained in this manner are not open 
to negotiation by the authorial voice, thereby limiting the dialogic space 
for alternative perspectives. 

3.5. Conclusion Sections3.5. Conclusion Sections

In conclusions, which interpret the results, discuss implications, draw 
inferences, highlight applications, and explicitly emphasize the broader 
significance of the research, we found 84 instances of heteroglossic 
Engagement, with a relative frequency of 75.7 per 1,000 words). Among 
these, 55 instances (RF=49.5; G=65.5%) are classified as dialogic 
expansion, whereas 29 instances (RF=26.1; G=34.5%) fall under dialogic 
contraction, showing the prevalence of the former category. Table 5 
summarizes the Engagement subtypes in conclusions, detailing their global 
selection probabilities, frequencies and most common realizations.
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Table 5. Heteroglossic Engagement subtypes 
in conclusion sections

Heteroglossic 
Engagement 
Subtypes in 
Conclusion 

Sections

G% No. of 
instances

RF/1000 
words

Most 
Common 

Realizations

Acknowledge 
[expansion: 
attribution]

25.0 21 18.9 perception, 
belief

Modals 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

21.4 18 16.2

interpretation, 
can be 
considered, may, 
evaluate

Evidentials 
[expansion: 
entertainment]

19.0 16 14.4 suggest, indicate

Endorse 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

11.9 10 9.0 result (n.), 
findings, portray 

Pronounce 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

9.5 8 7.2
largely, notably, 
conclude, 
highlight (n.)

Deny [contraction: 
disclaim] 6.0 5 4.5 not

Counter 
[contraction: 
disclaim]

6.0 5 4.5 however, but

Concur 
[contraction: 
proclaim]

1.2 1 0.9 clear

Distance 
[expansion: 
attribution]

0.0 0 0.0 /
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In conclusions, acknowledgment is the most prevalent Engagement 
resource, with a global selection probability of 25.0%. The prominence 
of the acknowledgment feature can be attributed to the instances where 
claims are not directly linked to the authorial voice, but rather to the study, 
research, or any other entity. As a result, the author’s voice is not explicitly 
foregrounded. In the instance below, the noun perceptions presents a 
subjective viewpoint, which does not belong to the author, but to senior-
year ELT students, as reflected throughout the text. Therefore, the author 
maintains neutrality toward it.

(26)	Results indicate largely positive perceptions and satisfying 
learning experiences. 

Modals rank second, with a global selection probability of 21.4%. The role 
of modality in conclusions is to signal that research results are not absolute 
but rather subject to further investigation or interpretation, as in: 

(27)	The findings can be considered a milestone and have important 
implications for preparing professional English language teachers 
and achieving quality and accountability in SLTE. 

The modalizing locution can be considered helps to soften the assertiveness 
of a statement, allowing the reader to disagree with the importance of the 
findings discussed.

Evidentials occupy the third position in the conclusion sections 
(G=19.0). Similar to the product section, the purpose of evidentials in 
conclusions is to demonstrate that the conclusion is derived from data 
analysis and is supported by evidence, while also leaving space for 
alternative interpretations. In the following example, the verb suggest 
signals that the author is offering ideas and recommendations, rather than 
presenting them as definite.

(28)	In light of these results and interpretations, the author suggests 
some steps for reforming ELT research practices in Egypt.

The category of endorsement occupies the fourth position in conclusions 
(G=11.9%). It serves to add weight to the credibility of the results 
previously revealed, thus limiting the dialogic space for other positions. 
In Example 27, the noun findings suggests credibility of the research 
conducted, making the conclusion persuasive.

Pronouncement ranks fifth, with a global selection probability of 9.5%. 
Consistent with its function in other sections, pronouncement serves to 
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foreground the authorial stance, thereby reinforcing the plausibility of the 
author’s conclusions. In the example below, the authorial voice employs 
two different pronouncement resources to lend greater authority to its 
claim.

(29)	Therefore, our findings confirm that the translational business 
English in our corpus did indeed reflect TU claims, as the 
collocations in the translated text appeared to be both ‘simpler’ 
in form and more ‘explicit’ in meaning than native-speaker 
business English.

The resources of deny and counter occupy the sixth and seventh position, 
both with a global selection probability of 6.0%. Example 30 illustrates a 
moderate denial rather than a strong one, given that the negated modal 
verb signals a possibility rather than a categorical negation. 

(30)	Replacing a local textbook with an imported coursebook, 
therefore, may not necessarily be in the best interest of the 
country’s English language agenda. 

With respect to the countering resources, their role in conclusion sections is 
to override a given claim, thereby highlighting how the research addresses 
an existing gap.

(31)	Consequently, it is suggested that tourism and hospitality courses 
should incorporate components that focus mainly on these skills, 
but not to the detriment of English reading and writing, which 
were also perceived as important. 

Concurrence occupies the penultimate position in the conclusion sections, 
with a global selection probability of 1.2%. These strategies serve to 
naturalize a proposition by presenting it as self-evident. This, in turn, 
reinforces the author’s conclusion as the only logical outcome, restricting 
the reader from interpreting the findings differently, as illustrated in the 
example below.

(32)	Such a practice, it is believed here, is a clear instance of 
‘inculcation’ (Fairclough N. [2001]. Language and power 
(2nd ed.). London: Routledge) whose effect needs to be 
counterbalanced by reflective teaching and critical pedagogy. 

The instances of distancing were not identified in the conclusion sections.
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In summary, the comparison of dialogic contraction and expansion 
strategies in conclusion sections reveals that authors tend to favor dialogic 
expansion when formulating their closing remarks. This preference reflects 
an inclination to refrain from definitive claims and instead allow space 
for alternative interpretations. Among these, acknowledgment emerges 
as the most frequently employed, followed by modality and evidentiality, 
suggesting that authors aim to ground their conclusions in the research, 
ensure they are evidence-based, and avoid drawing definitive conclusions.

4. Discussion4. Discussion

The statistical analysis of the density of Engagement resources across 
rhetorical moves of abstracts reveals that the product sections display 
the highest rate (RF=88.3 per 1,000 words), followed by the conclusions 
(RF=75.7 per 1,000 words), introduction (RF=55.8 per 1,000 words), 
purpose (RF=47.2 per 1,000 words), and method sections (RF=24.8 per 
1,000 words). Compared to product sections, which narrow the dialogic 
space by limiting alternative perspectives, the introduction, purpose, 
method, and conclusion sections maintain a more open dialogic space. 
Such a pattern in the product section reflects authors’ tendency to employ 
an authoritative stance in reporting research findings. Furthermore, the 
analysis shows that heteroglossic Engagement is most prevalent in product 
sections and least evident in methods. This suggests that authors typically 
employ a strong authoritative voice in products, while method sections 
are predominantly monoglossic, as the description of procedures and 
materials does not necessitate dialogic interaction with readers. Finally, 
the prevalence of dialogic expansion in the conclusion sections aligns with 
the intention to allow space for readers to disagree and offer alternative 
interpretations of the results.

A closer inspection of the distribution of Engagement resources in 
rhetorical moves individually shows the prevalence of acknowledgment 
resources in introduction, method and conclusion sections, such as the 
nouns view, perception, belief and the like, which are all attributed to 
an external source. In introductions, their role is to reference external 
sources, existing literature and the general body of knowledge. In 
methods, acknowledgment serves to present the selecting methods as 
credible, by attributing them to an external source, whereas in conclusions 
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it is employed to demonstrate how the authorial voice acknowledges 
alternative viewpoints while interpreting research results. In purpose 
sections, we observed the dominance of modality resources, which reflects 
the author’s effort to achieve a specific research goal and their investment 
in the proposition, while also leaving the space for the possibility of 
failure, thus expanding the dialogic space for alternative perspectives. In 
products, endorsement resources are most frequently employed to link 
research findings with authoritative external sources, thereby asserting the 
credibility and accuracy of those findings with confidence.

5. Conclusion 5. Conclusion 

The combined statistical and qualitative analysis demonstrates that 
Engagement resources are central to structuring research article abstracts, 
as they shape the author’s rhetorical and interpersonal stance. These 
resources position claims within the wider academic dialogue, aligning 
with or distancing from existing perspectives. Their distribution across 
rhetorical moves reflects authors’ intentions to assert a stance, negotiate 
meaning, or invite reader interpretation. 

This study makes several interrelated contributions to both linguistic 
theory and academic writing pedagogy. By mapping Engagement resources 
across the rhetorical moves of research article abstracts—introduction, 
purpose, method, product, and conclusion—it demonstrates that dialogic 
positioning is strategically adapted to the communicative function of each 
section. These findings help educators and researchers better understand 
the rhetorical expectations of academic discourse in the abovementioned 
fields, particularly for non-native English-speaking authors navigating 
international publishing standards. In the context of Systemic Functional 
Linguistics, the study provides concrete evidence of how linguistic choices 
within the Engagement system construct disciplinary identity, guide reader 
positioning, and facilitate knowledge-building. By situating these findings 
within the context of research article abstracts, the study underscores 
the socially situated and meaning-making role of evaluative language in 
disciplinary communication.

This study is limited by its exclusive focus on heteroglossic Engagement, 
excluding monoglossic expressions. Future research could benefit from 
incorporating both heteroglossic and monoglossic resources to provide 
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a more comprehensive account of stance-taking in academic discourse. 
Secondly, even though abstracts provide useful insights into academic 
writing, analyzing full research articles would offer a more comprehensive 
understanding of Engagement strategies. Addressing these limitations in 
future studies could deepen knowledge of how Engagement functions 
across genres and further strengthen the theoretical and pedagogical 
contributions of Appraisal Theory.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

With the development of new computer technologies, new methods 
of communication are becoming more prevalent. More and more 
communication happens through online mediums such as e-mail (Sidi et al. 
2021: 1) and social media in particular (Noelle et al. 2021: 1). Considering 
that more work is done in online spheres (Sidi et al. 2021: 1) and that 
social media has become a tool for everyday interpersonal communication 
among friends (Noelle et al. 2021: 1), it is no surprise that the average 
number of hours a person spends online is increasing each year (Dean 
2021) and that the use of online media of communication has drastically 
increased in turn.

However, computer-mediated communication, or CMC for short, 
differs from face-to-face communication in that the elements of prosody 
and body gestures are absent (Kruger et al. 2005: 926). These aspects of 
communication aid in the expression of emotionality and further nuance 
such as irony and sarcasm in face-to-face communication. As such, it might 
seem as though these elements of meaning cannot be expressed in CMC. 
However, interlocutors online can utilize several tools to display their 
emotional state more clearly. Writing in all-caps can communicate feelings 
of excitement or anger (Heath 2021: 74), while letter repetition may 
signify that the pronunciation of a particular morpheme or word would be 
stretched out and longer in a face-to-face conversation (Kalman & Gergle 
2014: 191). A particularly meaningful element of CMC are the punctuation 
marks used in textual messages, as usage of different marks can add 
different nuances to the meaning of the message (Gunraj et al. 2015: 1069; 
Houghton et al. 2017: 15). In addition, use of different punctuation marks 
might affect the interlocutor’s perceived level of kindness and friendliness 
(Gunraj et al. 2015: 1069).

Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine the perceptions of 
online interlocutors in relation to the punctuation marks they used at the 
end of their text messages. The exclamation mark, the ellipsis, the period 
and no punctuation marks were examined in the study. Special attention 
was paid to the results from previous studies (Gunraj et al. 2015: 1069; 
Houghton et al. 2017: 15) and particularly relevant were those which 
examined the differences in perception between native English speakers 
and L2 English speakers (Sullivan 2019: 1).
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2. Theoretical background2. Theoretical background

2.1. Computer-mediated communication (CMC)2.1. Computer-mediated communication (CMC)

Computer-mediated communication can be defined as “any means of 
communication realized by means of computers” (Herring 1996: 1). As such, 
CMC is a versatile tool used in multiple different contexts, such as online 
work (Sidi et al. 2021: 1) and education (Ðukić Mirzajanc 2018: 645). 
However, its most prevalent use is as a method of everyday communication 
on social media. In fact, online communication on social media has become 
one of the most reliable methods for casual communication among friends. 
Considering all these roles CMC can fulfill (Sidi et al. 2021: 1; Ðukić 
Mirzajanc 2018: 644), it can be said that it has become one of the main 
modes of communication today.

A unique element of CMC is that it is a unimodal mode of communication 
(Reynolds et al. 2017: 2986). It lacks other modes which are present in 
face-to-face communication, such as prosody and gesticulation (Kruger et 
al. 2005: 926). These elements can carry multiple aspects of meaning that 
cannot be perceived in the text itself, providing emotional and pragmatic 
information and aiding with proper turn-taking in conversation (Houghton 
et al. 2017: 3). Without the aid of these modes, CMC may seem more 
confusing and complicated to navigate. Indeed, in the online environment, 
a person may find it more difficult to interpret the emotional state of their 
interlocutor and to recognize when the interlocutor is being sarcastic 
(Kruger et al. 2005: 928).

This confusion is avoided thanks to so-called textisms (Houghton et 
al. 2017: 3), which represent forms of writing and phrasing unique to 
CMC. The use of textisms helps to construct the context which is missing 
because of the absence of prosody and body language. Elements such as 
letter repetitions, nonstandard capitalizations and emojis serve to imitate 
the prosodic aspects of speech, as well as the emotional states, the body 
language and facial expressions of the interlocutors (Houghton et al. 2017: 
3), helping to bridge the gap between the unimodal form on CMC and 
the multimodal face-to-face communication. Textisms are therefore a vital 
aspect of CMC, as they provide CMC with the nuance which is present in 
face-to-face conversations due to the aid of other modes.
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2.2. Punctuation in CMC2.2. Punctuation in CMC

A particularly important aspect of CMC are the punctuation marks used 
in text messages. Among the previously mentioned textisms, nonstandard 
punctuation has been shown to “communicate important social and 
pragmatic information” (Houghton et al. 2017: 3). However, different 
punctuation marks can be used to present different emotional and 
pragmatic undertones. The differences in meaning perceived from the use 
of different punctuation marks has been a topic of several studies.

Initial studies regarding the interpretation of punctuation marks 
in online text messages focused on sentences ending with a period and 
sentences ending with no punctuation mark. In one of these studies, the 
participants were presented with two sets of online exchanges displayed 
either on pictures of cell phones or of paper slips (Gunraj et al. 2015: 
1068). These exchanges consisted of a question which was answered 
with a single affirmative word (e.g. yeah, yup). The difference between 
the two sets was the final punctuation mark: in one set, the affirmative 
was followed by a period, while in the other there was no mark after it. 
The participants’ task was to rate the sincerity of the response from the 
message on a 7-point Likert scale. The results showed that the responses 
ending with the period (M=3.85, SD=0.99) were perceived as less sincere 
than those with no punctuation mark (M=4.06, SD=1.00) (Gunraj et al. 
2015: 1069). This study was expanded upon in (Houghton et al. 2017: 6), 
in which longer conversations, as well as uncertain and negative responses 
were examined. Once again, the two sets of dialogues differed only in the 
final punctuation mark, and the participants were tasked with determining 
the sincerity of the response on a 7-point Likert scale. The results were 
similar to the previous study, as the responses ending with the period were 
consistently rated as less sincere throughout longer conversations ending 
with an affirmative, conversations ending with a negative and conversations 
ending on an uncertain note (Houghton et al. 2017: 16). In addition, the 
results of the study suggested that the period in a negative response was 
perceived as ending the conversation more abruptly (Houghton et al. 
2017: 15). Later studies added to this notion, suggesting that a period in a 
negative sentence is perceived as an attempt to terminate the conversation 
altogether (Androutsopoulos & Busch 2020: 6).

Later studies would focus on the exclamation mark and the ellipsis 
aside from the period and no punctuation mark (Pleij 2019: 22; Sullivan 
2019: 17). As in the two previous studies, the participants were presented 
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with different sets of conversations, which bore different punctuation 
marks at the end. On the one hand, in (Pleij 2019: 22), the punctuation 
marks used were the period, the exclamation mark, the ellipsis, and no 
punctuation mark. The participants rated the social appropriateness of 
the responses on a 1-5 scale. The results showed that the highest rated 
punctuation mark was the exclamation mark, followed by the period, 
then no mark, while the ellipsis was rated the lowest (Pleij 2019: 27). 
On the other hand, the question mark and the comma were added to the 
punctuation marks examined in Sullivan (2019: 17). In addition, this 
study focused on the differences in perception of these marks between 
native English speakers and L2 English speakers. The participants in the 
study rated the interest or the certainty of the respondents on a 10-point 
Likert scale. Similar to the previous study (Pleij 2019: 27), the highest 
rated in this one was the exclamation mark, while the ellipsis was rated 
the lowest (Sullivan 2019: 28). However, the period was rated lower than 
no punctuation mark. Moreover, the results showed a difference between 
native and L2 English speakers, as L2 speakers rated the ellipsis and period 
higher than native speakers did (Sullivan 2019: 38).

While the differences between the sincerity and appropriatenes of 
different punctuation marks in CMC have been the topic of several studies, 
and the differences between the perceptions of native and L2 English 
speakers have been examined, to the author’s knowledge, there have been 
no studies focusing on the perceptions of Serbian speakers of English. 
Therefore, the aim of the study presented in this paper was to examine 
the differences in perception of punctuation marks in CMC by Serbian 
students of English.

3. Research questions and hypotheses3. Research questions and hypotheses

The topic of this study was the examination of the perceptions of Serbian 
students of English regarding different punctuation marks in online text 
messages. The study focused on the exclamation mark, the period, the 
ellipsis and no punctuation mark. The main research questions during the 
study were the following:
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Q1: Are there significant differences in the way Serbian students 
of English as L2 interpret the same text message depending on 
the punctuation mark used?

Q2: If so, will the interpretations resemble the previous results 
of native speakers or of other L2 learners (Sullivan 2019: 38)?

Considering these research questions, the main hypotheses were 
as follows:

H1: The results will show significant differences in the 
interpretation of the text messages based on the punctuation 
mark used.

H2: The results of the study will be closer to the ratings from L2 
English speakers from previous studies than from native English 
speakers (Sullivan 2019: 38).

4. Method4. Method

For the purposes of the study, 4 different sets of text messages were 
created. These sets consisted of 5 short exchanges with each set utilizing 
one of the 4 punctuation marks examined in the study, those being the 
exclamation mark, the ellipsis, the period, and no punctuation mark. 
The texts in the dialogues were chosen from the CorTxt corpus of online 
text messages (Tagg 2009). In some cases, it was necessary to adapt the 
sentences so that they would fit into a short conversation format. The 
conversations themselves were displayed over a picture of a cell phone 
using the website Iphonefaketext.com. This site made it possible to present 
these conversations as though they were text messages on an online app. 
An example of such a conversation can be seen in Figure 1.

Once the conversations had been created, they were presented to 
the participants in the form of a survey created using Google Forms. The 
items in the survey were pseudorandomized so that no two punctuation 
marks and no two similar conversations would appear one after another. 
The survey also consisted of four different sets of messages, within which 
one message would end with no punctuation mark and the other would 
end with a question mark. These messages were inspired by the notion of 
question marks potentially displaying uncertainty from previous studies 
(Sullivan 2019: 11). Overall, there were eight of these additional items, 
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and their role was to serve as filler items. The task of the participants in the 
survey was to determine the satisfaction or confidence of the interlocutors 
using a 7-point Likert scale below the image with the conversation on the 
phone.

Figure 1. Example of a short conversation from the study

There were 40 participants in the study. They consisted of students of 
English from the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Niš. Students 
from all four years of study were included in the survey. Regarding the 
gender of the students, 33 participants identified as female, 6 as male, and 
1 person preferred not to state their gender.

Once the survey had been completed, the average score and the 
standard deviation for each punctuation mark set were measured. In 
addition, the potential significance of the differences in the results was 
determined using a one-way ANOVA test. After that, a t-test was run with 
a focus on the period and no punctuation mark, as some of the previous 
studies have given contradictory results (Pleij 2019: 27; Sullivan 2019: 
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29). Finally, the results of the survey from this study were compared to the 
results of native and L2 English speakers from (Sullivan 2019: 38) in order 
to determine which group the results of the Serbian students of English 
resembled more closely.

5. Results5. Results

In this section, the results gained from the survey will be presented using 
two different tables. The first table will present the median score and the 
standard deviation for each individual punctuation mark. In addition, these 
results will be compared to the values given by native and L2 speakers of 
English in previous studies (Sullivan 2019: 38). The results of the one-
way ANOVA test meant to determine the significance of the results of the 
survey will be displayed in the second table.

The median score and the standard deviation of each punctuation 
mark from the survey can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. The median score and the standard deviation 
of each punctuation mark

As can be seen in the table, the exclamation mark was rated the highest 
(M=6.12, SD=1.39). Considering that the survey employed a 7-point 
Likert scale, this score displays a high degree of perceived confidence or 
sincerity when the exclamation mark is used. The second most highly rated 
was no mark (M=4.39, SD=1.51). Below no punctuation mark was the 
period (M=4.14, SD=1.54). The lowest ranked punctuation mark was the 
ellipsis (M=3.02, SD=1.52).

A great difference could be perceived among the four different median 
scores. The differences of these results resembled the score distributions 
from previous studies (Gunraj et al. 2015: 1069; Houghton et al. 2017: 15; 
Pleij 2019: 22; Sullivan 2019: 17). In order to test the significance of the 
results from this study, a one-way ANOVA was performed. The results of 
the ANOVA test are presented in Table 2.
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The median score and the standard deviation of each punctuation mark from the survey can be 

seen in Table 1. 

 

 
Table 1. The median score and the standard deviation of each punctuation mark 

 

As can be seen in the table, the exclamation mark was rated the highest (M=6.12, SD=1.39). 

Considering that the survey employed a 7-point Likert scale, this score displays a high degree of 

perceived confidence or sincerity when the exclamation mark is used. The second most highly 

rated was no mark (M=4.39, SD=1.51). Below no punctuation mark was the period (M=4.14, 

SD=1.54). The lowest ranked punctuation mark was the ellipsis (M=3.02, SD=1.52). 

A great difference could be perceived among the four different median scores. The 

differences of these results resembled the score distributions from previous studies (Gunraj et al. 

2015: 1069; Houghton et al. 2017: 15; Pleij 2019: 22; Sullivan 2019: 17). In order to test the 

significance of the results from this study, a one-way ANOVA was performed. The results of the 

ANOVA test are presented in Table 2. 

 

 
Table 2. The results of the ANOVA test 

 

The results of the ANOVA test show a significant difference among the values of the four 

individual punctuation marks (p = 2.08 to the power of -72). In addition, a t-test was performed 

with a specific focus on the period and no punctuation mark. The result of this test showed a p-

value of 0.099. The difference between them cannot be said to be significant. However, despite 

the results of this t-test, the one-way ANOVA test has shown that the differences in the average 

scores gained from the study are significant. 



Miloš Milisavljević: I’m Not Angry...: Perceptions of Punctuation Marks in Online Text...

71

Table 2. The results of the ANOVA test

The results of the ANOVA test show a significant difference among the 
values of the four individual punctuation marks (p = 2.08 to the power 
of -72). In addition, a t-test was performed with a specific focus on the 
period and no punctuation mark. The result of this test showed a p-value 
of 0.099. The difference between them cannot be said to be significant. 
However, despite the results of this t-test, the one-way ANOVA test has 
shown that the differences in the average scores gained from the study are 
significant.

Finally, the test results were compared to the average scores given by 
native English speakers and L2 English speakers (Sullivan 2019: 38). The 
punctuation marks focused on were the ellipsis and the period. However, 
as the study comparing native and L2 English speakers utilized a 10-point 
Likert scale (Sullivan 2019: 16), the values were first adapted to a 7-point 
Likert scale used in this study. With the scores adjusted for a 7-point Likert 
scale, the results of the study in this paper were closer to the scores given by 
native speakers (2.76 for the ellipsis, 4.17 for the period) than L2 speakers 
(3.52 for the ellipsis, 4.51 for the period).

6. Discussion6. Discussion

The first hypothesis of the study stated that significant differences would 
appear among the rankings for the four punctuation marks. Overall, the 
distribution of the average scores for each individual punctuation mark in 
this study was in line with the scores from the previous studies (Gunraj et al. 
2015: 1069; Houghton et al. 2017: 15; Pleij 2019: 22; Sullivan 2019: 17). 
The highest rated punctuation mark was the exclamation mark, which was 
followed by no mark, then the period, and finally the ellipsis. In addition, 
the ANOVA test has shown a significant difference among these four ratings 
(p=2.08 to the power of -72). These results seem to indicate that the 
first hypothesis of the study has been confirmed. There is a caveat to this 
conclusion, as the t-test has not shown significant differences between the 
ratings for the period and no mark, but the overall distribution of the four 
punctuation marks can be said to support the first hypothesis of the study.

ANOVA test meant to determine the significance of the results of the survey will be displayed in 

the second table. 

The median score and the standard deviation of each punctuation mark from the survey can be 

seen in Table 1. 
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According to the second hypothesis, as the participants of the study 
were Serbian students of English, it was assumed that the results of the 
study would resemble the results of L2 English speakers more than native 
English speakers. The results of these two groups differed regarding the 
scores for the period and the ellipsis, as L2 speakers rated both of these 
marks more highly than native speakers did. The average score given to the 
ellipsis by Serbian students of English was between these two values, but 
it was closer to the native speaker value. A similar outcome was obtained 
when the scores for the period were examined. The score for the period 
by Serbian students was lower than both of the values of L2 and native 
speakers. However, as the native speaker value was the lower among the 
two, the average score of the period by Serbian speakers was closer to the 
score given native English speakers. Since both the period and the ellipsis 
values given by Serbian students of English were closer to native English 
speaker scores than to L2 English speaker scores, the results of the study 
do not support the second hypothesis of this study.

7. Conclusion7. Conclusion

To conclude, this study examined the perception of Serbian students of 
English of the confidence or interest of an interlocutor in online text message 
exchanges based on the punctuation mark they used in their sentences. 
The survey in this study focused on the exclamation mark, the ellipsis, the 
period, and no punctuation mark. The results of the survey support the first 
hypothesis of the study, but do not support the second hypothesis.

According to the first hypothesis, significant differences between 
the values of the individual punctuation marks would appear. The results 
showed large differences between the values for the four different 
punctuation marks examined, as the exclamation mark was rated the 
highest, no punctuation mark was rated the second highest, the period was 
the second lowest, and the ellipsis was the lowest. These results seem to be 
in line with the results from previous studies, both those focusing only on 
the period and no punctuation mark (Gunraj et al. 2015: 1069; Houghton 
et al. 2017: 15) and those focusing on all the four marks (Pleij 2019: 22; 
Sullivan 2019: 17). Moreover, the results of the one-way ANOVA test show 
that the differences among the four punctuation marks are significant, 
which is a result that supports the first hypothesis.
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The second hypothesis stated that the results by Serbian learners of 
English would be closer to the values given by L2 speakers of English than 
those given by native English speakers (Sullivan 2019: 38). The difference 
between these two groups could be perceived in their ratings for the 
period and the ellipsis, wherein L2 speakers rated these two marks more 
highly than the native speakers. However, for both of these marks, values 
by Serbian speakers were closer to native values than to L2 values, as 
the Serbian students’ value for the ellipsis was between the two values, 
but closer to the native speakers’ value, while the period was rated lower 
by Serbian speakers than by native and L2 speakers. Since these results 
orient the ratings given by Serbian students of English closer to native 
speaker values than to L2 speaker values, they do not support the second 
hypothesis.

Finally, there were several limitations in this study which should be 
mentioned. Firstly, the survey was completed by 40 participants, 33 of 
whom were female. With only 6 male participants and one person who 
wished not to disclose their gender, the study could not explore the 
potential effect of gender on the perception of the four punctuation marks. 
In addition, students of all 4 years of study were included in the study. 
Therefore, it was not possible to further examine the results of the first, 
second, third and fourth year students, as the groups formed would have 
been too small to bear statistical significance.

The results of this study provide additional topics of interest for future 
studies. Firstly, a potential study could examine the previously mentioned 
gender differences in perception of the four punctuation marks. Secondly, 
the effect of adding or omitting a question mark in order to express 
uncertainty, which was present in the survey for the purpose of filler, can 
present a separate topic of a study. Finally, a separate study could focus 
on text messages written in Serbian and investigate differences in the 
perceived confidence, interest or friendliness of online interlocutors in two 
different languages.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Designed to capture the reader’s attention quickly and convey essential 
information with minimal wording, news headlines incorporate a number 
of linguistic devices, including, among other things, ellipsis, rhyme, 
alliteration, sensational phrases, etc. Some of these specific strategies often 
result in different forms of intentional or unintentional ambiguity. To grasp 
how ambiguity, and at times humor, emerges in headlines, it is essential 
to first analyze the stylistic and structural conventions characteristic of 
headline writing.

To begin with, the abovementioned functions of the headline 
“specifically dictate its shape, content and structure”, and as a result, 
it “operates within a range of restrictions that limit the freedom of the 
writer” (Reah 2002: 13). These restrictions “cause syntax to be reduced 
and contracted, with lexical words conveying the meaning and most 
grammatical words, such as determiners, conjunctions, and verbs 
(especially copulas, auxiliaries, and […] modals) omitted” (Bucaria 
2004: 284–285). The omitted elements fall under what Taha refers to as 
“formal signals” (1983: 251). According to Taha, “[a] grammatical and 
unambiguous sentence must have some sort of formal signals which help 
the reader or hearer recognize the sentence structure. […] When such 
formal signals are not adequately used in the sentence, ambiguity arises” 
(Taha 1983: 251).

This paper explores the phenomenon of one particular type of 
ambiguity – syntactic ambiguity (to be defined in Section 2), examining 
how the abovementioned structural constraints, along with some additional 
syntactic notions, contribute to multiple interpretations of headlines. These 
syntactic notions will be referred to as enablers, as termed by Oaks (1994), 
who defines them as “devices for creating structural ambiguity” (1994: 
378). Through the linguistic analysis of real-world examples, this study 
aims to shed light on how ambiguity functions in headlines, as well as to 
determine the main enablers that give rise to this ambiguity.

Although it is generally expected that communication should be 
clear and unambiguous, “there are some situations such as humor and 
advertising in which structural ambiguity is actually desirable” (Oaks 
1994: 377). While this raises a question of whether ambiguous headlines 
are intentionally constructed this way or not, the present paper deals only 
with the syntactic analysis of such headlines and cannot address this issue, 
which is left for further research.
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2. Theoretical Background and Previous Research2. Theoretical Background and Previous Research

According to Stageberg, “[a]mbiguity in language means double or 
multiple meaning; thus an utterance is termed ambiguous when it conveys 
two or more different meanings” (1971a: 356). There are several types of 
ambiguity, but “[m]ost studies differentiate between lexical and syntactic 
ambiguity” (Bucaria 2004: 282). While both of these types can obscure 
meaning, they stem from fundamentally different sources. Since this paper 
deals exclusively with syntactic ambiguity, it is important to highlight the 
distinction between them. Saeed defines lexical ambiguity as a type of 
ambiguity that is created when “a word form is associated with more than 
one distinct sense or concept” (2016: 445). On the other hand, syntactic 
ambiguity is defined as the capacity of two strings of words to have the 
same linear structure, but to differ with respect to their phrase structure 
(Lyons 1970: 58). Grinder and Elgin posit that syntactic ambiguity occurs 
when a particular string of words that is ambiguous in n ways produces n 
underlying structures (1973: 117).

Although the primary focus of this paper is on syntactic ambiguity, 
it is important to acknowledge that “many syntactic ambiguities are 
triggered by lexical ambiguities” (MacDonald 1993: 692). Words that have 
multiple meanings, especially if they belong to different lexical categories, 
may lead to both the meaning and the syntax of the sentence becoming 
ambiguous. If such ambiguities were treated like lexical ambiguities, it 
would be expected that multiple syntactic/semantic interpretations are 
briefly activated (MacDonald 1993: 692–693). This overlap between 
lexical and syntactic ambiguity is exemplified in some of the examples 
listed in Section 4.

A multitude of other authors have studied ambiguity in news headlines 
or similar registers, or the notion of ambiguity in general. Stageberg (1971a) 
was one of the earliest scholars to provide a comprehensive classification of 
the types of syntactic ambiguity. He differentiates between class ambiguity, 
pattern ambiguity, deep-structure ambiguity and script ambiguity (1971a: 
357–358). Class ambiguity is the most relevant for the purposes of this 
paper and Stageberg defines it as a type of ambiguity that “occurs when 
a reader does not know the grammatical classification of a word, most 
frequently its part-of-speech classification” (Stageberg 1971a: 357). In 
another paper, he examines ambiguity arising from the suprasegmental 
features such as intonation, stress and juncture, particularly in teaching 
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English to speakers of other languages (Stageberg 1971b). Ðorđević (1979) 
provides an extensive overview of the history of ambiguity research, as 
well as a classification of syntactic ambiguity in the English language, 
which differentiates between 127 different types, systematically arranged 
into three principal groups and nine subgroups:

•	 noun phrase ambiguity
1.	 arising from subordination in NPs with lexical units as 

constituents
2.	 arising from subordination in NPs with lexical units, phrases 

and clauses as constituents
3.	 arising from coordination in NPs with nouns and noun phrases 

as constituents
•	 verb phrase ambiguity

4.	 arising from having two objects in a sentence
5.	 arising from subordination in VPs with lexical units, phrases 

and clauses as constituents
6.	 arising from subordination in VPs that have infinitival 

constructions as constituents
7.	 arising from coordination in VPs with lexical units, phrases and 

clauses as constituents
•	 sentence ambiguity

8.	 arising from subordination in sentences with lexical units, 
phrases and clauses as constituents

9.	 arising from coordination in sentences with lexical units, 
phrases and clauses as constituents

Taha (1983) presents his own taxonomy of the types of syntactic ambiguity, 
providing examples, many of which include newspaper headlines. Pepicello 
and Green (1984) explore riddles as a distinctive form of verbal art, which 
relies heavily on lexical and syntactic ambiguity. Attardo et al. (1994) 
examined the techniques employed to generate humor through ambiguity 
in their much-cited study of two thousand jokes. They also distinguish 
between lexical and syntactic ambiguity, and, among verbal jokes, only 
5.2% account for those stemming from syntactic ambiguity (Attardo et al. 
1994: 33). Attardo (1994) introduces the disjunctor/connector model as 
a framework for analyzing ambiguities. He defines the connector as any 
segment of text that can be given two distinct readings, and the disjunctor 
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as a segment that causes the passage from one of the possible actualizations 
of the connector to another (Attardo 1994: 96). Bucaria (2004) adopts this 
framework in her study of lexical and syntactic ambiguity in newspaper 
headlines. She also provides statistics indicating that 46.66% of the 
headlines result from syntactic ambiguity, which contrasts notably with the 
findings of Attardo et al. (1994). In a more recent study, Chang and Mutty 
(2022) explore how ambiguous headlines concerning COVID-19 vaccines 
affect the readers’ interpretation.

While the studies discussed in the previous paragraph focus on 
providing different theoretical frameworks or taxonomies of ambiguity, as 
well as on adopting these frameworks in analyzing ambiguity in various 
registers, including headlines, riddles or jokes, this paper takes on a different 
approach. Rather than concentrating on interpretation or the reader’s 
response, this study centers around linguistic factors that contribute to the 
creation of ambiguity. By analyzing specific syntactic features, the aim is 
to uncover how ambiguity is structurally encoded in headline language, 
thereby offering a more form-based perspective on the phenomenon.

3. Methodology and Dataset3. Methodology and Dataset

The dataset consists of headlines found on various websites on the internet 
through searching for “ambiguous headlines” in the search engine. 
The websites cover topics such as entertainment, geology, military and 
education. Some of the headlines were taken directly from their original 
sources, which date from 2022 to 2025, while others were obtained 
indirectly from humorous headline collections and could not be assigned 
a specific time frame. The results provided a multitude of headlines, but 
some restrictions had to be placed since many of them merely recounted 
humorous or incredible events and were thus excluded from the study, as 
they did not contain any ambiguity. In addition, headlines featuring only 
lexical ambiguity were also excluded, since this research deals primarily 
with syntactic ambiguity. Some of the headlines that the dataset consists of 
are analyzed in detail in Section 4. The selection was made according to the 
classification of enablers contributing to ambiguity (also provided in Section 
4), ensuring that each category was represented by at least one example. 
The complete list of headlines is provided in Appendix 1 of this paper, while 
Appendix 2 contains the sources from which they were collected.
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To disambiguate the headlines, a structural analysis method that 
relies on tree diagrams was employed. For each ambiguous headline, 
two or more separate tree diagrams are provided – each representing a 
distinct interpretation. This visual representation highlights the underlying 
syntactic structures leading to ambiguity, making the contrast between 
readings clear. Using tree diagrams to resolve ambiguity is a common 
analytic tool in the existing literature (Hirst 1987; Attardo et al. 1994; 
O’Grady 1997; Aarts 2001).

The tree diagrams in this paper follow the principles posited in X-bar 
theory of syntax, first introduced in Chomsky (1970), and later refined in 
Jackendoff (1977). The main characteristic of this theory is the hierarchical 
phrase structure, which Aarts considers “a major improvement on so-called 
‘flat’ structures, i.e. structures where all the elements are on the same level” 
(Aarts 2001: 120). He illustrates the difference between the two structures 
in the example provided in Figure 1, adding that the upper diagram is a 
flat structure, whereas the lower diagram is a hierarchical structure which 
conforms to X-bar syntax (Aarts 2001: 120).

Figure 1. Flat structure vs. hierarchical structure 
(Aarts 2001: 120)
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The key difference between these two representations lies in the number of structural levels. Flat 

representations consist of only two levels (the Phrase and Head level), while hierarchical 

representations can accommodate additional layers. In the above example, the determiner does 

not relate just to the Head, but to all the elements on its right taken together, adding indefiniteness 

to the string of words “silly analysis of the sentence with tree diagrams” (Aarts 2001: 120). This 
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The key difference between these two representations lies in the 
number of structural levels. Flat representations consist of only two 
levels (the Phrase and Head level), while hierarchical representations can 
accommodate additional layers. In the above example, the determiner 
does not relate just to the Head, but to all the elements on its right taken 
together, adding indefiniteness to the string of words “silly analysis of the 
sentence with tree diagrams” (Aarts 2001: 120). This places the determiner 
at the same structural level as the combination of everything else in this 
phrase, introducing an additional level of structure, which is intermediate 
between the phrase level XP and the head level X, and we call it X′ (read: 
X-bar) (Aarts 2001: 106). Multiple bar levels can appear within a phrase 
when additional elements are adjoined to the original bar-level node (as 
is the case with the example above) in a process called adjunction (Aarts 
2001: 113).

This paper adopts hierarchical phrase structures rather than flat ones, 
as they offer a more precise representation of syntactic relations and allow 
for the differentiation of multiple interpretations in cases where ambiguity 
cannot be captured by flat structures alone. The effectiveness of X-bar 
syntax in resolving such ambiguities is demonstrated through several 
examples that the corpus consists of and is further discussed in Section 4.

4. Present Research and Results4. Present Research and Results

A total of 38 syntactically ambiguous headlines were found. As already 
stated, not all of them lent themselves equally well to detailed analysis and 
disambiguation. The selection was made according to the categorization 
of enablers contributing to ambiguity, ensuring that each group was 
exemplified by at least one example. The categorization, along with 
the related statistics, is provided at the end of this section. In addition, 
particular emphasis is placed on the role of the contracted language of 
headlines in contributing to ambiguity.
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4.1. Ambiguity Resolution4.1. Ambiguity Resolution

(1) British left waffles on Faulkland Islands

This headline is a classic example of syntactic ambiguity. It also illustrates 
the overlap between lexical and syntactic ambiguity, as delineated in 
Section 2 of this paper. The confusion arises from the fact that some 
orthographic words can act as different word classes. In this particular case, 
there are two such words. The first one – left – can refer to the political 
left (in which case it serves as a noun), but can also refer to the past 
tense form of the verb “to leave”. The second word – waffles – can refer to 
the popular dish (a pluralized noun), but can also act as the third person 
singular of the verb “to waffle”, which means being “unable to make a 
decision” (Cambridge Dictionary n.d.). These meanings, along with the 
sentence structure, result in three different interpretations of the sentence, 
all of which have their unique tree diagram. The intended meaning of the 
headline interprets “British left” as a political faction in Britain, which is 
said to be indecisive about the issue concerning the Faulkland Islands. The 
second possible reading sees the Faulkland Islands as the location where 
the act of waffling took place, in which case, the topic of the indecision is 
unknown. And finally, the third interpretation is humorous and construes 
the headline as meaning that some British people left food on the Faulkland 
Islands. It is worth noting that the contracted language of headlines does 
not account for the ambiguity of this example, as the headline would still 
be ambiguous even if it were worded as “The British left waffles on the 
Faulkland Islands”.

The corresponding tree diagrams are provided in Figure 2 and they 
prove that every interpretation has its own unique diagram. The first two 
meanings display two diagrams that are almost identical. The noun phrase 
“British left” is the subject in both cases (this is what differentiates them 
from the third interpretation), but what separates them is the prepositional 
phrase “on Faulkland Islands”, which is a complement of the verb phrase in 
the first meaning, and adjoined to the lower V′ in the second, functioning as 
an adverbial modifier of place. This example is a testament to the accuracy 
of X-bar syntax, since its hierarchical phrase structure can account for the 
syntactic differences in the first two meanings, something that the flat 
phrase structure would fall short of because it would provide the same tree 
diagrams for two different interpretations. The third meaning is completely 
different and sees “British” as the subject of the sentence, which is the key 
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distinction when compared to the first two meanings. “Left” is the main 
verb and “waffles” is a complement in the verb phrase functioning as a 
direct object. The prepositional phrase “on Faulkland Islands” once again 
functions as an adverbial modifier and is adjoined to the lower V′.

The verb “to waffle” can also mean “to talk or write a lot without giving 
any useful information or any clear answers” (Cambridge Dictionary n.d.), 
which brings about two additional meanings of this headline. However, 
their corresponding sentence structures and tree diagrams are exactly 
the same as those of the first two meanings described in the previous 
paragraph. This means that they syntactically stay the same and therefore 
fall into the category of lexical ambiguity, rather than syntactic ambiguity.

Figure 2. The ambiguity of “British left waffles on Faulkland Islands”

(2) Squad helps dog bite victim

The ambiguity in this headline is once again rooted in the flexibility of 
word forms to serve as multiple word classes. Therefore, just like in the 
previous example, the syntactic ambiguity of this headline is triggered by 
its lexical ambiguity. In this case, the word bite can act both as a noun 
and a verb and this is what creates confusion, resulting in two different 
meanings. Firstly, the headline can be understood as conveying that the 
squad in question was trying to help the person that had been bitten by 
a dog, which is the intended meaning. And secondly, the headline can 
also mean that the squad actually assisted the dog in biting the victim, 
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which is a humorous reading that causes ambiguity. As opposed to the 
previous example, omitting certain words from this headline is actually an 
ambiguity enabler, since the sentence “The squad helps a dog bite victim” 
is perfectly clear and unambiguous. In addition, omitting the hyphen 
between words “dog” and “bite” also serves as an ambiguity enabler, as the 
hyphen would indicate “dog-bite” to be a compound word, which would 
make the meaning of this headline clear.

The tree diagrams representing the syntactic structures of the two 
meanings are provided in Figure 3. The key difference between the 
diagrams is that the string of words “dog bite victim” acts as a constituent 
at the single-bar level in the first meaning (functioning as a direct object), 
whereas the same string of words does not form a constituent at any level 
in the second. This string of words is made up of two constituents at the 
zero-bar level in both cases, but these sets of constituents are different 
(“dog bite” and “victim” in the first, “dog” and “bite victim” in the second). 
In the first reading, “dog bite” operates as a complement within the noun 
phrase and it modifies the word “victim”, which is the head of the noun 
phrase. In the second interpretation, both “dog” and “bite victim” serve as 
complements within the verb phrase, but only “dog” functions as a direct 
object.

Figure 3. The ambiguity of “Squad helps dog bite victim”

whereas the same string of words does not form a constituent at any level in the second. This 

string of words is made up of two constituents at the zero-bar level in both cases, but these sets of 

constituents are different (“dog bite” and “victim” in the first, “dog” and “bite victim” in the 

second). In the first reading, “dog bite” operates as a complement within the noun phrase and it 

modifies the word “victim”, which is the head of the noun phrase. In the second interpretation, 

both “dog” and “bite victim” serve as complements within the verb phrase, but only “dog” 

functions as a direct object. 

 

 
Figure 3. The ambiguity of “Squad helps dog bite victim” 
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The ambiguity in this headline is different from that of the previous two examples in that it is not 

centered around word forms taking the role of different word classes. Instead, the confusion lies 

in the attachment of the prepositional phrase “with axe”, which can modify the main verb 

“injures”, but also the noun “farmer”, bringing about two different interpretations. The intended 

meaning of this headline conveys that the cow injured the farmer who was carrying an axe at the 
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(3) Enraged cow injures farmer with axe

The ambiguity in this headline is different from that of the previous two 
examples in that it is not centered around word forms taking the role of 
different word classes. Instead, the confusion lies in the attachment of the 
prepositional phrase “with axe”, which can modify the main verb “injures”, 
but also the noun “farmer”, bringing about two different interpretations. 
The intended meaning of this headline conveys that the cow injured the 
farmer who was carrying an axe at the time of the injury. The second 
reading is humorous and sees the axe as a weapon that was used by the 
cow to injure the farmer. Once again, just like in the first example, the 
omission of articles does not play any part in creating the ambiguity.

As already mentioned, the main difference between the tree diagrams that 
correspond to the two readings of the headline lies in the attachment of the 
prepositional phrase “with axe”. In the first interpretation, the PP is attached 
to the noun “farmer” creating a constituent “farmer with axe”, which functions 
as a direct object. The PP serves as a complement in this noun phrase and 
modifies “farmer”, which is the head of the NP. In the second meaning, the PP 
functions as an adverbial modifier of manner and is therefore adjoined to the 
lower V′, which consists only of the main verb “injures” and its complement 
“farmer”, which functions as a single-word direct object.

Figure 4. The ambiguity of “Enraged cow injures farmer with axe”
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(4) Jumping bean prices affecting poor

The ambiguity in this headline arises from the two competing internal 
structures of the noun phrase “jumping bean prices”. Although headed 
by the same word, the way we parse this phrase affects the meaning of 
the entire headline. The intended reading sees the rapid increase in the 
bean prices affecting the low-income groups of the population. The second 
meaning, although not humorous, is entirely distinct from the first one, 
as it refers to a completely different product – jumping beans, which 
are unrelated to actual beans. They refer to a plant seed that jumps as a 
result of the movement of a moth larva which develops inside of it. The 
contracted syntax of headlines does not play any role in creating ambiguity 
in this example.

The tree diagrams that capture the two meanings are provided in Figure 
5. The subject and predicate of both diagrams are the same, but the internal 
structures of the noun phrase that functions as a subject are different, 
which brings about the two interpretations. In the intended meaning, the 
present participle “jumping” modifies the lower N′ “bean prices” and is 
adjoined to it. On the other hand, the same participle modifies only the 
word “bean” in the second reading, forming a constituent “jumping bean”, 
which complements the head “prices” of the corresponding noun phrase.

Figure 5. The ambiguity of “Jumping bean prices affecting poor”
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(5) Complaints about NBA referees growing ugly

In this example, the confusion stems from the two possible prepositional 
complements that can be attached to the head “about”, which produces 
two different interpretations. The first reading is centered around the 
complaints about NBA referees and the fact that they become more serious 
or bitter, which is the intended meaning. The humorous meaning also sees 
NBA referees as the target of the complaints, but in this case, the reason 
behind these complaints is the observation that referees become less 
visually appealing. Although the lack of articles does not contribute to the 
creation of this ambiguity, the contracted language of headlines does play 
a part in it, since it is also characterized by the absence of auxiliary verbs, 
which is the case in this example. In other words, the sentence “Complaints 
about NBA referees are growing ugly” would never be misinterpreted, as it 
is not an ambiguous sentence.

Figure 6. The ambiguity of “Complaints about NBA referees 
growing ugly”

The tree diagram of the intended meaning sees the string of words 
“Complaints about NBA referees” as a constituent that functions as a 
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(6) KICKING BABY CONSIDERED TO BE HEALTHY 

 

The confusion in this headline emerges from the flexibility of the word “kicking” to serve both as 

a gerund and a present participle, which leads to two different meanings. The intended reading 

suggests that fetal movement (the baby moving energetically in the womb) is a sign of good 

health, i.e. the baby is the agent of kicking. The humorous meaning, on the other hand, sees the 

baby as the patient of kicking. In other words, it implies that the action of kicking a baby is 

considered to be healthy. Once again, the contracted language of headlines enables the ambiguity, 

since the sentence “A kicking baby is considered to be healthy” needs no disambiguation. 

 The corresponding tree diagrams differ with respect to the form by which the subject is 

realized. In the intended meaning, the word “kicking” acts as a present participle and is adjoined 

to the lower N′, modifying the head “baby”. In the humorous meaning, the word “kicking” is a 

gerund, which shifts the form of the subject completely, as it is no longer a noun phrase, but an -

ing verb phrase instead. The word “baby” complements the main verb, functioning as a direct 

object within the verb phrase. Similarly to (1), this example attests to the precision of the 
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subject. The contracted verb phrase functions as a predicate and consists 
of the copular verb “growing” and its complement “ugly” which functions 
as a nominal predicate. On the other hand, the humorous interpretation 
shifts the entire syntactic structure drastically, as the headline is no 
longer a sentence. Instead, it is only a noun phrase, headed by the noun 
“Complaints”. The complement of the NP is a lengthy prepositional phrase 
that takes a non-finite participle clause as a prepositional complement.

(6) Kicking baby considered to be healthy

The confusion in this headline emerges from the flexibility of the word 
“kicking” to serve both as a gerund and a present participle, which leads to 
two different meanings. The intended reading suggests that fetal movement 
(the baby moving energetically in the womb) is a sign of good health, i.e. 
the baby is the agent of kicking. The humorous meaning, on the other 
hand, sees the baby as the patient of kicking. In other words, it implies that 
the action of kicking a baby is considered to be healthy. Once again, the 
contracted language of headlines enables the ambiguity, since the sentence 
“A kicking baby is considered to be healthy” needs no disambiguation.

The corresponding tree diagrams differ with respect to the form by 
which the subject is realized. In the intended meaning, the word “kicking” 
acts as a present participle and is adjoined to the lower N′, modifying the 
head “baby”. In the humorous meaning, the word “kicking” is a gerund, 
which shifts the form of the subject completely, as it is no longer a noun 
phrase, but an -ing verb phrase instead. The word “baby” complements 
the main verb, functioning as a direct object within the verb phrase. 
Similarly to (1), this example attests to the precision of the hierarchical 
phrase structure of X-bar theory. Since the string of words “kicking baby” 
forms a constituent functioning as a subject in both readings, the flat 
representations of the two meanings would have the same branching 
(different nodes, though). In contrast, the upper tree diagram provided in 
Figure 7 clearly demonstrates the additional bar layers in the structure of 
the subject, whereas the lower diagram has only one bar level, since there 
is no process of adjunction in the second meaning.
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Figure 7. The ambiguity of “Kicking baby 
considered to be healthy”

4.2. Results4.2. Results

The examples analyzed in this section illustrate several enablers that 
contribute to the creation of syntactic ambiguity. Thus, the headlines 
comprising the dataset are classified into five categories, each defined 
by a distinct linguistic feature. These categories reflect different sources 
of ambiguity and account for varying proportions of the overall dataset, 
which consists of a total of 38 headlines. The categories are as follows:

1.	 class ambiguity – 57.9% (22/38; 11 enabled by contracted syntax)
2.	 prepositional phrase attachment – 23.7% (9/38; 1 enabled by 

contracted syntax)
3.	 noun phrase internal structure – 10.5% (4/38; 2 enabled by 

contracted syntax)
4.	 participle/gerund ambiguity – 5.3% (2/38; 1 enabled by contracted 

syntax)
5.	 prepositional complement ambiguity – 2.6% (1/38; 1 enabled by 

contracted syntax)
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In addition, the role of contracted syntax in the emergence of syntactic 
ambiguity is also analyzed in this section. The analysis reveals that while 
syntactic compression can serve as an ambiguity enabler in some cases, it 
does not play any role in creating ambiguity in others. Overall, contracted 
syntax accounts for the ambiguity in 16 headlines included in the dataset 
(42.1%).

5. Discussion5. Discussion

The analysis of the dataset reveals that syntactic ambiguity in headlines 
arises from a range of linguistic features. Among the 38 headlines examined, 
distinct patterns emerge and the classification into five categories enables 
a more systematic understanding of the linguistic mechanisms at play. The 
ambiguity observed in each category is, to varying degrees, attributable to 
the recurring presence of contracted syntax.

More than half of the headlines (22 headlines, 57.9%) exhibit 
ambiguity resulting from class ambiguity (see Section 2 for the definition). 
Although not explicitly stated in Bucaria (2004), her results indicate a rate 
of 53.9%, which is slightly lower than the percentage found in the present 
study. The most common pair of word classes that can be confused with 
one another is the noun-verb pair, which accounts for the ambiguity in 
21 out of 22 examples. The elliptical structure of headlines underlies the 
ambiguity in 11 examples from this category (50%).

The ambiguity in the second major category stems from the 
attachment of prepositional phrases (9 headlines, 23.7%). Bucaria (2004) 
does not provide the figure directly, but her findings imply that 15.9% of 
her examples arise from the same linguistic feature. What is particularly 
striking in the results is that compressed syntax enables ambiguity in a 
significantly smaller proportion compared to the previous category, as only 
1 out of 9 ambiguities can be attributed to headline language.

The remaining three categories contain considerably fewer examples 
than the previous two. They present ambiguities resulting from the internal 
structure of noun phrases (4 headlines, 10.5%), different prepositional 
complements attached to the same head of a prepositional phrase (1 
headline, 2.6%), as well as from the overlap between gerunds and present 
participles (2 headlines, 5.3%). The contracted language of headlines 
accounts for the confusion in 50% of the examples ambiguous due to the 
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internal structure of noun phrases and participle/gerund ambiguity. It 
also underlies the ambiguity in the sole example ambiguous on account of 
different prepositional complements being attached to the same head of a 
prepositional phrase.

6. Conclusion6. Conclusion

This study set out to examine syntactic ambiguity in news headlines through 
the analysis of a dataset consisting of 38 headlines made available online. 
The aim was to identify and classify the linguistic sources of ambiguity. 
These underlying features are effectively visualized through syntactic tree 
diagrams, which are used as a means of disambiguation.

The abovementioned classification includes five categories, each 
based on the linguistic phenomena enabling the ambiguity: class ambiguity, 
prepositional phrase attachment, noun phrase internal structure, 
participle/gerund ambiguity and prepositional complement ambiguity. 
This classification is not based on any previously established classifications, 
but rather emerges from the results of the present research.

The findings suggest that syntactic ambiguity in headline language is 
not incidental but often rooted in predictable structural tendencies, which 
usually exploit the compressed, telegraphic nature of headline syntax. 
Moreover, the distribution of the examples across categories indicates 
that certain grammatical configurations are more prone to multiple 
interpretations, especially in the absence of disambiguating context. 
Namely, class ambiguity predominates in the dataset, comprising over half 
of the headlines analyzed. Within this category, ambiguity was found to 
involve class alterations between nouns and verbs in all but one example.

The results presented in this study are derived from a limited dataset 
and are not intended to support broad generalizations beyond the analyzed 
examples. This research lays the groundwork for future study involving 
more diverse corpora or possibly laying emphasis on whether ambiguities 
are intentional or not.
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Appendix 1Appendix 1

Class ambiguityClass ambiguity

1.	 British left waffles on Faulkland Islands
2.	 Lung cancer in women mushrooms
3.	 Teacher strikes idle kids
4.	 Stud tires out
5.	 Soviet virgin lands short of goal again
6.	 Shot off woman’s leg helps Nicklaus to 66
7.	 Reagan wins on budget, but more lies ahead
8.	 Squad helps dog bite victim
9.	 Dealers will hear car talk at noon
10.	Carter plans swell deficit
11.	Chester Morrill was fed secretary
12.	Chou remains cremated
13.	Henshaw offers rare opportunity to goose hunters
14.	Hershey bars protest
15.	Lawmen from Mexico barbecue guests
16.	Lawyers give poor free legal advice
17.	Lie detector tests unreliable, unconstitutional hearing told
18.	PLO invited to raid debates
19.	Women abuse topic of speech
20.	Young makes Zanzibar stop
21.	Eye drops off shelf
22.	American ships head to Libya



Belgrade BELLS

96

PP attachmentPP attachment

23.	Dr. Ruth to talk about sex with newspaper editors
24.	Enraged cow injures farmer with axe
25.	Grandmother of eight makes hole in one
26.	Two sisters reunite after eighteen years at checkout counter
27.	Twelve on their way to cruise among dead in plane crash
28.	Iran and the US hold a second round of negotiations over Tehran’s 

nuclear program in Rome
29.	Geologists rewrite textbooks with new insights from the bottom of 

the Grand Canyon
30.	72-year-old fends off grizzly bear with handgun while picking 

huckleberries
31.	Florida man busted after masturbating inside of a Miami Beach 

Starbucks

NP internal structureNP internal structure

32.	Child teaching expert to speak
33.	Hospitals sued by 7 foot doctors
34.	Jumping bean prices affecting poor
35.	Man eating piranha mistakenly sold as pet fish

Prepositional complement ambiguityPrepositional complement ambiguity

36.	Complaints about NBA referees growing ugly

Participle/gerund ambiguityParticiple/gerund ambiguity

37.	Kicking baby considered to be healthy
38.	Tuna biting off washington coast



Miloš Mirković: Exploring Syntactic Ambiguity Enablers in News Headlines

97

Appendix 2Appendix 2

ABD Post (2022). Florida man busted after masturbating inside of a 
Miami Beach Starbucks. (14 Jun 2025) <https://www.abdpost.com/
florida-man-busted-after-masturbating-inside-of-a-miami-beach-
starbucks/102157>

Bucknell University (n.d.). Newspaper Headlines for Syntax. (14 Jun 2025) 
<https://www.departments.bucknell.edu/linguistics/synhead.html>

Bucknell University (n.d.). Semantically Ambiguous Headlines. (14 Jun 2025) 
<https://www.departments.bucknell.edu/linguistics/semhead.html>

Englicious (n.d.). Ambiguity and headlines. (14 Jun 2025) <http://www.
englicious.org/book/export/html/293>

Fun with words (n.d.). Ambiguous Newspaper Headlines. (14 Jun 2025) 
<http://www.fun-with-words.com/ambiguous_headlines.html>

Military (2025). Iran and the US Hold a Second Round of Negotiations 
over Tehran’s Nuclear Program in Rome. (14 Jun 2025) <https://
www.military.com/daily-news/2025/04/19/iran-and-us-hold-second-
round-of-negotiations-over-tehrans-nuclear-program-rome.html>

The Washington Post (2024). 72-year-old fends off grizzly bear with 
handgun while picking huckleberries. (14 Jun 2025) <https://
www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2024/07/21/grizzly-bear-attack-
montana/>

Università degli Studi di Cagliari (2020). Funny Newspaper Headlines. 
(14 Jun 2025) <https://people.unica.it/alanmoat/files/2020/02/
HEADLINE-UNINTENTIONAL-PUNS.pdf>

University of Pennsylvania (n.d.). Linguistic humor, Headlines. (14 Jun 2025) 
<https://www.ling.upenn.edu/~beatrice/humor/headlines.html>

Yellowscene (2024). Geologists rewrite textbooks with new insights from 
the bottom of the Grand Canyon. (14 Jun 2025) <https://yellowscene.
com/2024/11/07/geologists-rewrite-textbooks-with-new-insights-
from-the-bottom-of-the-grand-canyon/>

Received: 1 August 2025
Accepted for publication: 28 September 2025





99

UDC 37.013.31:811.163.41:[373.23-053.4+373.3-021.64-057.87]:81:34 
37.013.31:811.111’243:[373.23-053.4+373.3-021.64-057.87]:81’34 

https://doi.org/10.18485/bells.2025.17.5 

Danica M. Jerotijević Tišma*
University of Kragujevac 
Faculty of Philology and Arts, English Department 
Kragujevac, Serbia 
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4973-0405

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS IN SERBIAN 
AND ENGLISH: A COMPARATIVE STUDY 

OF PRESCHOOL AND FIRST GRADE 
EFL LEARNERS**

Abstract 
The present study represents preliminary research into the development of 
phonological awareness in L1 Serbian and L2 English. By investigating early 
sensitivity to sounds at two different developmental stages, the study aimed at 
comparing the level of phonological awareness in a mother tongue and in a foreign 
language at the beginning of formal education. Bearing the aforementioned in 
mind, the sample included 20 children, divided into a group of preschoolers and 
first graders. The results showed that first graders consistently outperformed 
preschoolers in Serbian, yet this consistency was not entirely reflected in English. 
This may point to the conclusion that other factors are involved in the development 
of phonological awareness in a foreign language, indicating important pedagogical 
implications. 

Keywords: phonological awareness, English, Serbian, preschool, first grade

*	 danica.tisma@filum.kg.ac.rs
**	The research conducted in the paper was funded by the Ministry of Science, Technological 

Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia (Agreement on the Transfer 
of Funds for Financing Scientific Research of the Teaching Staff at Accredited Higher 
Education Institutions in 2025, number: 451-03-137/2025-03/200198.).



Belgrade BELLS

100

1. Introduction1. Introduction

Phonological processing involves cognitive activities sensitive to the use 
of sounds in words, i.e. their recognition and manipulation. It consists 
of phonological memory, or a brief storage of sound-related information 
(numbers, phonemes, words) in working memory, phonological naming, 
also known as rapid automated naming which captures how quickly and 
efficiently a person can retrieve and articulate familiar items, and phonemic 
and phonological awareness, which involve conscious reflection on the 
sound structure of words (Whitehurst & Lonigan 1998). The development 
of phonological awareness proceeds in somewhat reverse order, from 
larger to smaller units, because children are able to distinguish similar 
from different sounds before they can perceive them in words, integrate 
phonological information before they learn to segment it, and recognize 
a syllable before they can manipulate phonemes within one (Carroll et 
al. 2003). Findings from different studies confirm this developmental 
sequence in the languages ​​investigated so far, so it can be concluded that 
the given sequence is of a universal character (Goswami 2002).

As part of the broader concept of metalinguistic awareness (Golubović 
et al. 2019: 160), phonological awareness implies the recognition of 
phonemes, rhymes, syllables and words, i.e. the ability to manipulate 
the sound structure of a language (Adams 1990). According to the 
aforementioned author, the fundamental components of phonological 
awareness are the division of words into syllables, rhymes, acoustic analysis 
and synthesis of sounds. Acoustic analysis of sounds primarily refers to 
the possibility of isolating individual sounds, whereas acoustic synthesis 
pertains to the merging of syllables and sounds and the manipulation of 
sounds. Phonological awareness represents a superior concept to phonemic 
awareness, which specifically relates to the identification, isolation, 
segmentation and omission of the phonemes themselves. Although the 
two previously mentioned terms were viewed as synonymous in Serbian 
literature, scholars recognized the need to distinguish between them 
(Subotić 2011: 128). 

As the ultimate prerequisite for reading skills, phonological awareness 
is also defined as conscious sensitivity to the sound structure of language 
(Torgesen & Bryant 1994). Later studies slightly modified the initial 
definitions into the ability to listen to and manipulate the sound structure 
of language, i.e. the capacity to distinguish between rhyming words, and 
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segment sentences into words and recognize syllables (Snow, Burns & 
Griffin 1998). One may argue that the generally accepted definition is 
actually the conscious ability to identify and manipulate any phonological 
unit (Freitas, Alves & Costa 2007). The entire process consists of adequate 
perception of speech units and the ability to retain them in working 
memory long enough to successfully perform a specific task, so it is not 
surprising that achievement improves with increased formal instruction in 
a school environment, for instance. In order to fully develop phonological 
awareness and automate the phonological system, a child must develop 
auditory perception and differentiation (recognizing and distinguishing 
phonemes in a word), auditory analysis and synthesis (the ability to 
analyze which phonemes a given word consists of and grouping separately 
pronounced phonemes into one word), auditory combination and memory 
(analysis and synthesis of words, as well as the ability to remember and 
reproduce a certain number of phonemes in a short period of time), 
auditory classification and word recognition (reproducing words in the 
correct order given orally and recognizing the entire word based on a given 
part of it), rhyme formation (recognizing and producing rhymes orally), 
alliteration (the ability to find words with the same initial consonant in 
one’s own memory), intonation or accent (distinguishing stressed words 
or parts of a sentence) (Golubović 2017).

2. The Development of Phonological Awareness 2. The Development of Phonological Awareness 

Studying the relationship between speech perception and production, 
some authors argued that the difference in the level of representation 
between children and adults is precisely in that children are more holistic, 
because in certain situations, children manage to reach the finest levels of 
phonological representation, even the level of information about distinctive 
features (e.g. Walley 1993; Gierut 1998). Successful perception of rhyme 
and generally good achievement in rhyming tasks is a sure predictor of 
success in mastering reading skills at an early age (Cullata et al. 2007).

Stimulation of phonological awareness should certainly facilitate 
the connection of sound with grapheme as a prerequisite for successful 
mastering of reading skills (Alves, Castro & Correia 2009). In addition to 
understanding the sound structure, the development of reading entails the 
realization that the word itself has its own position within a sentence, that 
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letters have a position within a word, and ultimately comprehending the 
concept of the word itself as such (Yopp & Yopp 2000).

Some authors also discuss levels of phonological awareness, 
namely, syllabic, intrasyllabic and segmental, which in turn relate to the 
identification and manipulation of syllables, elements within a syllable and 
phonemes (Alves, Castro & Correia 2009). There are also those who single 
out word identification as a separate level (Fraitas, Alves & Costa 2007). 
The discussion of levels is important when talking about the progress of 
preschool and early school-age children, because it is believed that the path 
starts from the awareness about syllables, then about the beginnings and 
ends of syllables and finally about phonemes (Goswami & Bryant 1990). 
The development of phonemic awareness, on the other hand, starts from 
noticing rhyme, dividing words into syllables, identifying the first, then the 
last syllable in a word, identifying the first, then the last sound in a word, 
identifying sounds in the consonant-vowel-consonant structure of a syllable, 
and finally manipulating and playing with the phonemes themselves 
within a word (Cséfalvay & Lechta 2013). Early focus on graphemes, as 
well as noticing the connection between sound and letter, can influence 
the development of phonological representations (Treiman & Bourassa 
2000). Children learn what they are taught, and if explicit instruction at 
the phonemic level is absent, achievement on such tasks may be lower than 
expected (Nancolis, Lowry & Dodd 2005). However, longitudinal studies 
have deepened our understanding of these relationships. Investigations 
measuring the relationship between phonological processing and letter 
knowledge did not reach the conclusion that phonological decoding 
ability would develop more rapidly if children were taught to read earlier 
(Wagner, Torgesen & Rashotte 1994). Nevertheless, a longitudinal study 
that began when the children in the sample were 3.4 years old showed that 
children with prior knowledge of rhyming were more successful in rhyme 
and alliteration identification tasks fifteen months later (Maclean, Bryant 
& Bradley 1987).

3. Phonological Awareness Assessment in L1 and L23. Phonological Awareness Assessment in L1 and L2

Phonological awareness is usually assessed in four ways: using normative 
tests that compare achievement with peers, criterion-referenced tests that 
measure the acquisition of a particular skill or determine therapy through 
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a specific task, curriculum tests that check the child’s achievement on a 
task related to the curriculum of the institution they attend, and dynamic 
tests that assess the level of intervention, i.e. assistance in achieving a 
specific goal (Sodoro, Alinder & Rankin-Erickson 2002). Here are some 
of the typical tasks for assessing phonemic and phonological awareness, 
including: isolating the first and last sounds in words, dividing words into 
phonemes and syllables, combining phonemes and syllables in words, as 
well as rhyming tasks (Castles & Coltheart 2004; Subotić 2011). Most 
phonological awareness research is actually based on preschoolers as the 
preferred sample of respondents (Tibi & Kirby 2018; Pfost et al. 2019). 
Rhyming is also one of the easiest tasks for children when testing the 
level of phonological awareness, while the most informative but also the 
most demanding tasks are phonemic segmentation tasks (Vloedgraven 
& Verhoeven 2007). Other authors have reached similar conclusions 
investigating phonological awareness in preschool children (Geudens 
& Sandra 2003), and it is interesting that phonemic segmentation tasks 
are most successfully solved in those cases where the initial sounds are 
plosives or fricatives. Certain tasks, such as phoneme identification and 
omission, are more effective in predicting reading achievement, even in 
dyslexic children, while skills related to the syllable level are somewhat 
less reliable predictors of success (Mann & Foy 2003). Developing 
phonological awareness through instruction based on research findings in 
the field makes it easier to recognize potential difficulties that children 
may have in mastering reading skills (Torgesen 2002), and phonological 
awareness itself is directly related to achievement on early reading literacy 
tests (De Witt & Lessing 2016). It is important to note that even from a 
long-term perspective, research shows that children who have problems 
with literacy development in lower grades tend to have lower academic 
achievement later in life, and often have problems with social adjustment 
and behavioral disorders (Gillon et al. 2019).

Phonological awareness plays a crucial role in developing both 
spoken and written literacy skills, especially when it comes to second 
language acquisition. Research demonstrates that the two major factors 
influencing L2 phonological awareness are linguistic distance between L1 
and L2, and L2 oral proficiency. Hence, some authors proposed a two-
dimensional model of L2 phonological awareness including an independent 
metalinguistic component and a language-specific component grounded 
in L2 phonological representations (Saiegh-Haddad 2019). Depending 
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on the degree of cross-language similarity, transferring L1 phonological 
awareness skills to L2 may either facilitate or hinder actual progress and 
achievement. Therefore, delivering instruction in short and engaging 
activities aligned with the needs of young L2 learners may aid the desired 
attainment (Kkese 2020). 

4. Methodology4. Methodology

Aims and research questions of the study. Bearing in mind the scarcity of 
research in L2 phonological awareness in the Serbian scientific context, 
the present study aims at investigating how phonological awareness skills 
differ between a pre-literacy and early literacy stages in a mother tongue 
and in a foreign language. The goal is likewise to determine which set of 
phonological awareness subskills shows the greatest level of development 
after formal education begins. We likewise seek to explore whether a well-
developed phonological awareness in Serbian can support the emerging 
phonological awareness in English. Considering the proposed goals of the 
study, the following research questions were formulated: 

•	 Are there developmental differences in phonological awareness 
between preschoolers and first graders?

•	 Do the participants from different age groups perform differently 
on phonological skills tasks in L1 Serbian and in L2 English? 

•	 Which components of phonological awareness (e.g. rhyme, 
syllable segmentation, phoneme blending etc.) show the greatest 
difference in performance between the two groups of participants? 
Is this difference more pronounced for L1 or for L2?

Participants. A total of 20 participants, divided into two groups of 10, 10 
preschoolers and 10 first graders, took part in the present preliminary 
research. The group of preschoolers (average age 82.2 months, SD=3.74, 
6 female and 4 male) was attending two different preschool institutions 
in Jagodina (“Pionir”, N=6 and “Sunce”, N=4) and the children were 
finalizing their preschool education. The group of first graders consisted of 
5 male and 5 female participants (average age 95.1 months SD=3.56) and 
attended three different primary schools in Jagodina (“Milan Mijalković” 
N=4, “Boško Ðuričić” N=4 and “Rada Miljković” N=2). Regarding the 
participants’ mother tongue, the preschoolers from the sample were all 
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in the pre-literacy stage with none in full command of L1 orthography, 
while the first graders were in the early literacy stage, having formally 
learnt to read and write the Cyrillic script. All the children were taking 
private 45-minute English lessons two times a week outside the preschool 
and school institutions, while only the first graders had English 45-minute 
lessons formally in schools two times a week. The formal age of learning 
(regarded as the beginning of organized private English lessons for all the 
participants) was the age of 5, i.e. around 60 months. Even though the 
participants had to meet the condition of learning English, the sample was 
relatively randomized and collected using the snowball sampling method. 
However, parents reported even earlier onset through cartoons, songs 
and other input available on mobile phones, which is why the sample 
was selected in the first place. The children involved in the research had 
previous experience with English, enabling the testing of phonological 
awareness in L2. In order to make sure that the participants’ language 
experience actually matched their target language proficiency, we designed 
a small-scale vocabulary test involving tasks related to both receptive and 
productive vocabulary, resembling the style of PPVT. The test included three 
tasks: picture selection (10 items), acting out (6 items) and picture naming 
(12 items). Each correct answer was marked by 1 point, or 0.5 in the 
case of picture naming, if the pronunciation was not completely accurate. 
Considering the fact that no standardized form of testing could have been 
applied due to lack of literacy for preschoolers, we considered them pre-A1 
or emergent users if their score was higher than 70% in each of the three 
categories, which means that they can understand simple instructions, 
recognize and name a few familiar words, often with hesitation. Only the 
ones with scores higher than 70% were tested for phonological awareness, 
hence the number of 20 participants, even though the initial testing 
included 27 children. Regardless of the limited target language proficiency, 
the results served as an indicator that the children were able to recognize 
the vocabulary chosen for the phonological awareness testing in L2. The 
results of the testing for the entire sample are presented in Table 1. 



Belgrade BELLS

106

Task Preschool First grade

Picture selection 8.1/10
SD=0.94

8.0/10
SD=0.89

Acting out 5.2/6
SD=0.40

6.0/6
SD=0

Picture naming 9.3/12
SD=0.64

9.7/12
SD=0.78

Total 82.14% 85.71%

Table 1. Average Scores on a Vocabulary Test

Judging by the presented results, the productive vocabulary was slightly 
lower than the receptive one, which is completely understandable for 
the early stage of learning. The total score is relatively similar, which 
may point to the conclusion that preschoolers and first graders from the 
present sample exhibit similar levels of achievement in this particular L2 
vocabulary test.

When it comes to the participants’ socioeconomic and demographic 
background, all the children from the sample lived with both parents at the 
time of the testing, with parents working in the fields of commerce (37.5%), 
finance (25%), medicine (22.5%), engineering (12.5%) and architecture 
(7.5%). The parents’ highest reached levels of education were high school 
diploma (32.5%), bachelor’s degree (47.5%) and master’s degree (20%). 

Instruments and procedure. In order to test the participants’ 
phonological awareness, a test battery was designed based on several 
different studies (Adams 1990; Torgesen & Bryant 1994; Milankov et al. 
2021; Milošević, Vuković & Ristić 2022), bearing in mind the scarcity of 
research on phonological awareness including both Serbian and English. 
The test battery contained 6 tasks with 10 examples each (5 in Serbian 
and 5 in English), for a total of 60. The tasks were the same for both 
languages and even though understanding the vocabulary in English was 
not essential for completing the task, the chosen examples were simple 
words, familiar to beginners (e.g. dog, cat, house, fish, star, ball etc.). 

The tasks included the following: rhyme oddity (the participants were 
presented with three words with one of them not rhyming, so they were 
supposed to determine which one, e.g. cat-hat-dog), syllable segmentation 
(clapping or counting for each syllable in a word, e.g. /bə.nӕ.nə/), onset-
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rhyme blending (the participant hears the onset and the rest of the word and 
blends it into a word, e.g. /tr/-/eɪn/), phoneme blending (each phoneme 
in a word is pronounced separately and the child’s task is to blend it into a 
full word, e.g. /k/-/ӕ/-/t/), phoneme segmentation (the participant hears 
a word and then separates phonemes in it, e.g. star – /s/-/t/-/ɑː/) and 
phoneme deletion (the participant pronounces the word without the first 
phoneme, e.g. plane–lane). The instructions were given in Serbian for 
every task, with an appropriate example provided by the examiner. The 
scoring was done by determining correct and incorrect answers, allocating 
one point for completely correct ones.

The testing was conducted during the last week in May and the entire 
June 2025, in the participants’ homes, i.e. familiar environment, in order 
to maximally reduce stress. Testing duration ranged from 45 to 70 minutes 
per child with pauses between sections and tasks. The tasks in Serbian 
were presented first, followed by the ones in English, with a pause of half 
an hour in between. The examiner was familiar to the participants prior to 
the research and the parents were present in the room, though not directly 
visible to the child, to avoid distractions. The answers were not recorded, 
yet the response latency was measured using the stopwatch. During the 
pauses, the children were allowed to move around and play for a short 
time to be able to concentrate better on the next task. The parents were 
familiarized with the content and purpose of the research in detail. Hence, 
they all signed a written consent for participation. 

The necessary descriptive statistics and data processing were 
performed using SPSS, version 20.0.

5. Results and Discussion5. Results and Discussion

As explained previously, each participant completed phonological 
awareness tasks in Serbian and English through six subtests. The tasks and 
examples were identical for both groups. The results of the phonological 
awareness test in Serbian are presented in Table 2 with mean scores for 
accuracy, ranges and average response latency (in seconds). Response 
latency was measured as the total time between the instructor’s question 
and the beginning of the participant’s answer. Corrections were scored as 
an accurate response. Even though it was a challenging task to record 
every instance of response latency, it was presupposed that the data on 
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the time participants needed to answer the question was an important 
indicator of the task difficulty.

Subtest Preschoolers First graders

Rhyme Oddity

mean=3.6
SD=0.97
min.=2 max.=5
latency=3.28s

mean=4.8
SD=0.42
min.=4 max.=5
latency=2.75s

Syllable 
Segmentation

mean=3.2
SD=0.79
min.=2 max.=4
latency=3.55s

mean=4.6
SD=0.52
min.=4 max.=5
latency=3.06s

Onset-Rhyme 
Blending

mean=3.1
SD=1.31
min.=1 max.=5
latency=4.53s

mean=3.8
SD=1.4
min.=2 max.=5
latency=3.56s

Phoneme Blending

mean=4.4
SD=0.84
min.=3 max.=5
latency=4.94s

mean=4.7
SD=0.48
min.=4 max.=5
latency=3.8s

Phoneme 
Segmentation

mean=2.8
SD=1.14
min.=1 max.=5
latency=4.88

mean=4.1
SD=0.71
min.=3 max.=5
latency=3.31s

Phoneme Deletion

mean=3.4
SD=1.07
min.=2 max.=5
latency=5.48s

mean=4.5
SD=0.71
min.=3 max.=5
latency=3.66s

Table 2. Results of the Phonological Awareness Testing 
in Serbian

First of all, it seems convenient to comment on the internal consistency 
of the testing instrument. Namely, the testing items for Serbian showed 
good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α=0.98) with corrected item total 
correlations ranging from 0.73 to 0.96, indicating that all items contributed 
meaningfully to the scale. No item removal substantially improved alpha, 
suggesting that the test functions as a reliable measure of phonological 
awareness. 
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Looking at the results from Table 2, it may be seen that first graders 
consistently outperformed preschoolers in the Serbian phonological 
awareness test. In the first task, rhyme oddity, the first graders reached 
almost maximum scores (M=4.8, SD=0.42), especially when compared 
to preschoolers (M=3.6, SD=0.97). A similar pattern could be observed 
in syllable segmentation, where first graders (M=4.6, SD=0.52) exhibited 
higher scores than preschoolers (M=3.2, SD=0.79). Moving on to slightly 
more demanding tasks, the developmental gap seems to have widened 
even further. In phoneme segmentation, preschoolers averaged 2.8 
correct answers (SD=1.14), while first graders reached 4.1 (SD=0.71). 
Furthermore, preschoolers’ performance was more variable in the phoneme 
deletion task (M=3.4, SD=1.07) and simultaneously markedly lower than 
that of first graders (M=4.5, SD=0.71). Somewhat surprisingly, in the 
phoneme blending task, preschoolers (M=4.4, SD=0.84) approached the 
average score of first graders (M=4.7, SD=0.48), yet the response latency 
was longer. 

In general, latency measures revealed that preschoolers took longer to 
respond than first graders, particularly in the tasks pertaining to the level 
of a phoneme. What seems to be alarming, though, is the fact that children 
who were at the end of the first grade of formal education were not able to 
complete all tasks in different categories, which may underscore the need 
for more consistent practice of phonological awareness. The latter seems 
of utmost importance, considering the fact that it was proven to directly 
contribute to early literacy development. 

The results of phonological awareness testing in English are presented 
in Table 3.

Subtest Preschoolers First graders

Rhyme Oddity

mean=2.9
SD=1.29
min.=2 max.=5
latency=2.91s

mean=3.7
SD=1.25
min.=2 max.=5
latency=2.31s

Syllable 
Segmentation

mean=3.1
SD=0.99
min.=2 max.=5
latency=2.74s

mean=4.1
SD=0.87
min.=3 max.=5
latency=2.28s
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Onset-Rhyme 
Blending

mean=3.7
SD=0.95
min.=2 max.=5
latency=4.88

mean=3.3
SD=1.42
min.=1 max.=5
latency=3.25s

Phoneme Blending

mean=4.6
SD=0.97
min.=2 max.=5
latency=4.47s

mean=4.9
SD=0.32
min.=4 max.=5
latency=3.45

Phoneme 
Segmentation

mean=2.2
SD=1.33
min.=0 max.=5
latency=5.78

mean=3.0
SD=1.65
min.=1 max.=5
latency=4.36

Phoneme Deletion

mean=2.5
SD=1.65
min.=0 max.=5
latency=6.57

mean=3.2
SD=1.23
min.=0 max.=4
latency=4.62

Table 3. Results of the Phonological Awareness Testing 
in English

The testing for reliability demonstrated strong internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s α=0.97) with corrected item total correlations ranging from 
0.60 to 0.94. Such results provide evidence on the subtasks complementing 
each other and functioning cohesively as part of the phonological awareness 
testing tool. 

Therefore, Table 3 shows that the performance on phonological 
awareness tasks was lower in English than in Serbian. This is, of course, 
understandable given the fact that Serbian is the participants’ mother 
tongue and the linguistic experience with it is quite longer. Similarly to the 
test in Serbian, first graders scored higher on most tasks. For instance, in 
syllable segmentation, first graders had an average score of 4.1 (SD=0.88) 
as opposed to 3.1 (SD=0.99) for preschoolers. In the phoneme blending 
task, the group of participants in the first grade obtained an almost 
maximum result (M=4.9, SD=0.32). The performance of preschoolers was 
similar, though still lower (M=4.6, SD=0.97). In phoneme segmentation 
and phoneme deletion tasks, preschoolers’ scores were relatively low and 
highly variable (M=2.2 and M=2.5, respectively), while first graders’ 
accuracy was somewhat higher (M=3.0 and M=3.2). 
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The measurements of response latency revealed greater difficulty with 
English phonological awareness tasks, especially at the phonemic level. A 
notable exception was the onset-rhyme blending task, where preschoolers 
slightly outperformed first graders, which may point to the dynamicity of 
SLA and variety of factors involved, but also to possible chance effects due 
to the limited number of participants. 

First graders consistently responded more quickly than preschoolers, 
which may emphasize greater automaticity and more developed processing 
efficiency that comes with age. Latencies proved to be the longest for 
phoneme-level tasks, confirming that these tasks were cognitively very 
demanding. 

In order to explore the difference in performance between first graders 
and preschoolers in the tasks on phonological awareness in Serbian, we 
performed the Mann-Whitney U test and obtained the following results. 
Namely, the results demonstrated that there was a statistically significant 
difference in test scores between the group of children in preschool and 
in the first grade (U=919.50 Z=-4.858 p=0.001), meaning that first 
graders’ scores were significantly higher than those of preschoolers. The 
difference most probably results from developmental factors and linguistic 
experience in L1. Comparing the two groups for the performance on the 
tests in English, the Mann-Whitney U test shows a statistically significant 
difference between the two groups (U=1414.50 Z=-2.084 p=0.037), 
though the p-value is not as low as it was the case with Serbian. Again, 
the group of first graders outperformed preschoolers, yet there are certain 
tendencies which demand further, more thorough investigation in order 
to delve more deeply into the intricacies of the interlanguage system. 
To investigate a within-subject effect, the Wilcoxon signed rank test was 
performed on both groups. The results showed statistically significant 
differences in scores between Serbian and English tests for both groups, 
i.e. Z=-2.718 p=0.007 for preschoolers and Z=-4.959 p=0.001 for first 
graders. These data support the finding that preschoolers had considerably 
lower scores on phonological awareness tests in English, with only sporadic 
tendencies towards opposing results. 
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6. Conclusion6. Conclusion

The present study examined phonological awareness of L1 Serbian and L2 
English children across parallel tasks. Though preliminary in design and 
limited in the number of participants, the contribution of the study may 
be traced along two directions – the theoretical, in analysing the levels of 
phonological awareness through empirical findings, and the practical, in 
exploring the reliability of the testing battery for investigating phonological 
awareness in L1 and L2. 

The obtained results indicate consistent developmental progress from 
preschool to first grade, confirming that children perform more strongly in 
Serbian (mother tongue) than in English (foreign language). The findings 
align with previous research on a similar topic (Mann & Foy 2003; Carrol 
et al. 2003). First graders outperformed preschoolers on nearly all tasks, 
exhibiting both higher accuracy scores and faster response times. However, 
certain tendencies were noticed concerning the variability of the responses 
(e.g. onset-rhyme blending in English), which may point to the diversity of 
factors involved in learning an L2. Nevertheless, an investigation involving 
a larger sample could yield more reliable conclusions on this matter. 

The most demanding tasks, phoneme segmentation and phoneme 
deletion, proved challenging for both groups of participants, particularly 
in English. This broadly supports evidence outlined in a fairly recent 
study (Kkese 2020). Response latency data align with accuracy patterns, 
indicating faster responses among first graders and slower, more effortful 
processing among preschoolers, especially in complex phonemic tasks. Yet 
it seems important to note that the response latency scores were almost 
evened out in the first two tasks in English (rhyme oddity and syllable 
segmentation). This may reveal signs of early bilingualism, likewise bearing 
in mind that the response latency was lower than in the participants’ L1 
for the same tasks. The general progression noticed from simpler to more 
difficult tasks follows the suggestions from previous research, as well 
(Adams 1990; Nancollis et al. 2005). 

Taking the results into consideration, the study underlines important 
pedagogical implications. Since preschoolers struggled with phoneme 
segmentation and deletion, especially in English, early literacy instruction 
should emphasize exercises that develop phoneme-level skills. Comparing 
English and Serbian in terms of orthography, explicit grapheme-phoneme 
mapping activities and systematic phonics might compensate for English 
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opaque spelling. To help learners overcome linguistic features susceptible 
to transfer, cross-linguistic links should be made more straightforward. 
Ideally, teachers should monitor individual progress and provide targeted 
interventions for students for whom phonemic awareness tasks prove to be 
more challenging. Since latency scores pointed to longer processing time 
in certain cases, teachers might consider allowing more time for additional 
phonology-related practice.

Future research should focus on longitudinal aspects of phonological 
awareness development in order to gain more insight into how phoneme-
level skills consolidate over time. Moreover, future studies should investigate 
whether and how explicit teaching strategies enhance L1 phonological 
awareness skills transfer to L2 English literacy, simultaneously taking 
broader individual differences into account, such as vocabulary knowledge 
or home literacy environment. 
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

The way English is used today is different from the past. As the most 
common lingua franca, it is used in many different domains and channels, 
from social media to international travel and business. In addition, we 
cannot overlook the widespread adoption of generative AI tools that 
are English-based in many cases. These developments particularly affect 
younger generations: 

Today’s lifeworlds of young people integrate an online, typically 
English-speaking, element. This revolves heavily around watching 
series and videos in the English original, as well as gaming with 
other users, frequently employing English as a lingua franca. […] 
Overall [this] challenges the role of English as a purely foreign 
language for school learners. English increasingly takes on the 
status of a second language, present in the young learners’ digital 
lifeworlds. (Schurz et al. 2022: 13)

Being constantly surrounded by the target language in this way may seem 
ideal for L2 English learners’ language development, but perhaps counter-
intuitively, this situation has actually been found to present challenges as 
well as the expected opportunities for English Language Teaching (ELT). 
One reason for this is that learners who are habitual and successful users 
of English outside the classroom may feel sufficiently competent as users 
of English and therefore not be motivated to work on their language 
skills further in class. This can be assumed to be particularly true of very 
advanced learners of English. As there are high levels of L2 English all 
across Europe, this can be expected to be a growing group of learners. 

Even now, we can already see that confident learners are posing 
new challenges for language teachers as they show limited motivation to 
work on their language skills in a school setting. Research from the Nordic 
countries indicates, for example, that “[s]tudents do not believe that they 
can learn more English in school than they do playing English-language 
video games or watching American television series” (Peterson & Beers 
Fägersten 2024), and teachers in such contexts have reported struggling 
with this challenge (Haukås et al. 2022).

Current ELT methodologies which put emphasis on communicative 
competence are not helpful in this situation. Relatedly, Marr and English 
(2019) point out that because of the global importance of English in 
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educational and professional settings, there has long been a tendency 
to position English as “a product for consumption, widely marketed as 
bringing benefits and advantages” (Marr & English 2019). This utilitarian 
view of English does not inspire learners to continue working on their 
language skills once they deem their communicative competence sufficient 
for their goals. Thus, classic ‘communicative’ methodologies may be out of 
step with the way the learners of today use English, and new approaches 
may be needed. 

This paper reports on one such new approach, namely, the integration 
of an element of ‘wonder pedagogy’ into an L2 English language class 
for advanced learners of English by means of a specially designed task 
sequence. A small-scale mixed-methods study was carried out to determine 
whether this wonder pedagogy task sequence had a positive impact on 
how the advanced learners were able to leverage their out-of-class English 
activities for vocabulary learning.

1.1. Extramural English (EE) and ELT1.1. Extramural English (EE) and ELT

As language educators strive to ensure the relevance of their classes for 
their learners, interest in ‘extramural English’ (EE) has grown. EE is defined 
as the English which “the learner comes in contact with or is involved 
in [...] outside the walls of the English classroom” (Sundqvist & Sylvén 
2016: 6), both offline and online. Research has found that the informal 
input learners receive during EE activities by now far exceeds the input 
they receive in their English lessons in school (Smit & Schwarz 2020). For 
example, in Austria, a recent study shows that 15/16-year-old teenagers 
spend more than four hours per day engaging with English (e.g., gaming, 
posting on social media) on average (Schwarz 2020). 

Numerous studies now seem to indicate that learners benefit from EE 
engagement in different areas of language competence (in the Austrian 
context see, e.g, Ghamarian-Krenn 2023 and Ghamarian-Krenn & Schwarz 
2024 for academic vocabulary development; for a more comprehensive 
overview, see Schurz et al. 2022 and Hannibal Jensen & Lauridsen 2023). 
Not surprisingly, this has led to suggestions that teachers should aim to 
close the gap between EE and their classroom (Sundqvist & Olin-Scheller 
2013) to enhance the relevance of their teaching for their learners’ lives 
and strengthen their motivation. However, as a recent study of Norwegian 
learners in vocational education found, learners may resist teacher 
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initiatives that bring EE into the classroom, “with many rejecting the idea 
of incorporating EE, particularly social media, into classroom instruction”, 
instead preferring “leveraging EE engagement in support of formal English 
instruction at school” (Rød & Calafato 2025: 6).

In line with these arguments, the teaching sequence presented in this 
paper does not aim to bring EE into the classroom. Rather, it is designed 
to guide advanced learners’ engagement with EE and equip them with the 
skills they need to benefit as much as possible from their EE engagement 
for their independent language development during their time in formal 
education and beyond. To this end, an element of ‘wonder pedagogy’ is 
introduced in one of their language classes. 

1.2. ‘Wonder pedagogy’ and its potential for ELT1.2. ‘Wonder pedagogy’ and its potential for ELT

It may not be not immediately obvious why ‘wonder pedagogy’ might be 
a good fit for teaching English to advanced learners at university level. In 
the popular imagination, the experience of wonder is often associated with 
young children, as Schinkel (2021, n.p.) writes: “Search the internet for 
images supposed to capture the experience [of wonder] and you will come 
away with the impression that wonder is a fluttery feeling proper to young 
children chasing butterflies through fields of gold, otherwise indulged in 
only by hopeless romantics.” 

In terms of learning sparked by wonder, the idea is probably 
most familiar to many adults today from the US educational children’s 
programme Mr Rogers’ Neighborhood which ran on NET/PBS from 1968 to 
2001. The creator and host, Fred Rogers, based the programme on insights 
from learning science. He believed in the value of curiosity and wonder 
for learning, and one of his songs sums up this philosophy for his young 
viewers, telling them that “[w]hen you wonder, you’re learning” (Behr & 
Rydzewski 2021: 16). 

In formal learning settings, wonder pedagogy has enjoyed some 
popularity for young learners, particularly in science teaching, although 
even there, a recent systematic literature review found a lack of a clear 
understanding of what defines the term wonder and how it can be fostered 
in education (Bjerknes et al. 2023). An explanation and concrete examples 
of wonder pedagogy are provided in a report by the Open University 
on innovations educators should be aware of. In the report’s section on 
‘learning through wonder’, the focus is once again on younger learners:
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A wondrous event, such as seeing a brilliant rainbow or a majestic 
mountain waterfall, creates an experience that provokes interest 
and curiosity. By questioning and investigating encounters 
in the everyday world, a child’s desire to understand leads to 
learning. A nature walk can reveal patterns, such as spirals, 
fractals, waves, bubbles, and cracks that are at once beautiful 
and open to mathematical modelling. Visual illusions and magic 
tricks with familiar objects can provoke questions of causality, 
action at a distance, and free will. Such wondrous encounters 
motivate learners to see a phenomenon from many different 
perspectives. Teachers can include wonder in learning activities 
[…]. (Ferguson et al. 2019: 4)

Schinkel stresses that this association of wonder exclusively with the 
learning of children is problematic: “The problem with [the] common 
perception of wonder is that it grossly underestimates the importance 
of wonder for adolescents and adults, and therefore also its potential 
importance in higher education (HE).“ (Schinkel 2021: n.p.). 

If the popular understanding of wonder is replaced with a more 
general definition, the suitability of wonder pedagogy for adult learners 
in higher education becomes clearer. In a pedagogical sense, “the state 
of wonder can be understood as an emotionally laden, rewarding mental 
state of pondering upon [one’s] discoveries with astonishment and 
excitement about embarking on further deeper enquiry“; it can never be 
satisfied fully in that a learner’s discoveries always generate new questions 
to wonder about (Bazhydai & Westermann 2020: 151). In that sense, 
wonder pedagogy can actually be said to be very appropriate for higher 
education which demands deep engagement with the material studied and 
independent thinking. In a similar vein, Copper et al. (2021) also point out 
how well wonder fits in with Bloom’s higher-order thinking skills such as 
reflecting, discovering, exploring and creating. McFall’s (2014) description 
of the phases of wonder tasks point in a similar direction:

•	 Anticipation: a sense that something is going to happen and a 
desire to know more.

•	 Encounter: the moment of experiencing the wondrous.
•	 Investigation: pursuit of the wondrous, to understand it better 

or to continue the experience.
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•	 Discovery: coming to understand, or realise how much more 
there is to know.

•	 Propagation: continued working with this wonder, to share and 
celebrate. 

	 (cited in Ferguson et al. 2019: 22).

These stages also focus on how the experience of wonder leads to a desire 
to engage more deeply with the phenomenon that sparked wonder and a 
realization of the limits of one’s knowledge. 

Another relevant aspect of wonder in a pedagogical sense is that “[e]
verything can become a source of wonder“ (Hadzigeorgiou 2020: 191). 
This includes even “the ordinary everyday phenomena that are rarely 
contemplated“ (Gilbert 2020: 214). Together with its emphasis on the 
open-endedness of learning, this makes wonder pedagogy a good fit for 
learners of English today who are so steeped in English that they may no 
longer pay as much attention to it as language teachers would like them to:

[I]t would seem that a curriculum chosen to bring out the sense 
of wonder will likely incline us to select content that exemplifies 
the extremes of human achievement and natural phenomena. 
But it can also direct us to bring out the wonder of the everyday 
world around students. Much of the world is so taken for granted 
that it is hardly noticed. (Egan 2014: 157)

Thus, introducing wonder pedagogy to advanced learners of English can 
potentially help to combat the lack of a deeper interest in English discussed in 
the introduction, particularly if it can be linked to learners’ EE engagement.

1.3. Wonder words task sequence1.3. Wonder words task sequence

The potential of wonder pedagogy for language learning has not yet been 
widely explored, but Plutino’s (2021) report on a language and cultural 
studies project is a notable exception. The sequence described in this 
paper is loosely based on Plutino’s (2021) approach. The aim of the task 
is to leverage advanced learners’ EE engagement for vocabulary learning 
by encouraging them to wonder about English words and phrases they 
encounter and to stimulate independent language learning in this way. The 
task sequence comprises the following steps:
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(1)	 English language diary
	 The learners record their EE activities, i.e., their encounters with 

English in their free time, for a specific period of time (e.g., two 
days). Encounters with English in formal educational settings 
(university classes, tutoring, etc.) are explicitly excluded. The 
learners write a short narrative account of all the activities they 
use English for every day, including a brief discussion of their 
thoughts and emotions when using English. 

(2)	 Wonder words list
	 While they are writing their English language diary, the learners 

also keep a log of any new or interesting English words and 
expressions they encounter. ‘New’ words are words they have never 
encountered before; ‘interesting’ words are words they know, but 
that spark their curiosity, e.g., if they find themselves wondering 
about their pronunciation or etymology. They are instructed to 
note down these ‘wonder questions’ (e.g., “I wonder if this is a 
very common word?” or “I wonder what the origin of the word 
is?”) and their answers. In class, they then share their wonder 
questions and answers. Questions they were not able to answer 
independently are resolved with the help of the instructor.

(3)	 Word portraits
	 Learners now focus on one word from their list of wonder words 

in more detail. This can be done by exploring definitions or usage; 
however, learners can also decide to analyse connotations or 
etymology. It entirely depends on the learners’ interests which 
pieces of information they want to find out for a particular word 
or phrase. They then produce word portraits of their favourite 
wonder words and share them in class or on a learning platform. 
These portraits can take the form of simple text or a more creative 
presentation. 

(4)	 Posters 
	 Finally, the learners choose an example of any type of English text 

or other media which contains language elements that make them 
wonder (e.g., a song or an episode from a TV series). They create 
posters that contain wonder questions to share and answer with 
the group in class.
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The different steps map neatly onto McFall’s (2014) phases, with 
anticipation created by a group discussion about learners’ personal 
English use before the start of the task sequence proper. The language 
diary represents the ‘encounter’ stage, the wonder word list corresponds 
to the ‘investigation’ stage, the word portraits to the ‘discovery’ stage and 
the posters are about ‘propagation’. Each step in the task sequence has a 
different learning goal:

•	 working on the language diaries raises learners’ awareness of 
extramural English

•	 compiling lists of wonder words allows learners to explore different 
categories of language analysis (e.g., etymology, connotations etc.)

•	 creating word portraits gives them the opportunity to develop 
strategies for deepening their understanding of their chosen words 
(e.g., working with dictionaries or corpora)

•	 designing posters requires them to apply the categories and 
strategies from the previous steps to a piece of language they have 
chosen themselves

For this study, this task sequence was trialed with advanced learners who 
are all students in the ELT Master’s programme at an Austrian university.

2. Methods of data collection and analysis2. Methods of data collection and analysis

At the time of the study, the learners were attending an English language 
course (CEFR level C1+) with a focus on Teacher Language Awareness 
taught by the author of this paper as instructor/researcher. The wonder 
words task sequence described in the previous section was part of the 
learners’ coursework, but the instructor/researcher ensured that the 
students understood that their participation would have no bearing on 
their grade in the course. In addition, all written assignments were not 
submitted directly to the instructor/researcher, but to two student assistants 
who anonymised them in preparation for analysis. The participants all 
gave informed consent in writing for their anonymised work to be shared 
in accordance with the university’s guidelines.

Work on the wonder words task sequence spanned 8 weeks. The learners 
filled in a questionnaire before and after completing the task sequence. 
In total, there were 39 responses for the pre-task questionnaire and 35 
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responses for the post-task questionnaire. The responses from learners 
who did not complete the post-task questionnaire were eliminated, as were 
the responses of three learners who were L1 speakers of English (all the 
other respondents were studying English as an L2). This left 32 responses 
for both the pre- and the post-task questionnaire. To determine whether 
there were significant differences between the learners’ pre- and post-task 
responses, a Mann-Whitney-U rank test for two independent samples was 
applied to the two groups ‘pre-task’ and ‘post-task’. A result was said to be 
significant if the p-value was smaller than 0.05 (5% significance level).

Six students additionally volunteered to take part in a semi-structured 
interview with the instructor/researcher after the end of the course. The 
interviews were conducted in German, the instructor/researcher’s and 
respondents’ shared L1, to minimise barriers to communication. The 
interviews lasted between 24.29 and 32.56 minutes (168.97 minutes of 
audio in total). The interviews were then transcribed and translated into 
English. This yielded a corpus of 28,233 words.

For coding and data analysis, a hybrid approach to Thematic Analysis 
was adopted: “[C]odes were driven by both data per se and theories. 
Therefore, each unit of analysis allowed the participants to express 
themselves but also explicitly drew upon theoretical frameworks which 
strongly articulated that part of the data and best facilitated a close-up 
analysis of the phenomenon.” (Xu & Zammit 2020: 8). The first codes were 
generated by identifying and labelling significant information in the data. In 
this first round, the instructor/researcher and two student assistants coded 
independently to identify emerging themes and topics. These initial codes 
were then sorted into categories and subcategories in a second round of 
coding when the coders compared individual codings to check intercoder 
agreement. Problematic cases were resolved in this way. The next step was 
searching for themes: overarching themes, namely Discovery, Evaluation 
and Plans, were developed from the categories jointly by the instructor/
researcher and the two student assistants. The themes were reviewed and 
consolidated in a final round of coding by the instructor/researcher (see 
appendix for an overview of codes and themes). 
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3. Results3. Results

The results show some significant differences in the questionnaire 
responses pre- and post-task which raise points that are also reflected in 
the interview data. For the sake of clarity, the questionnaire data will be 
presented first in this section, followed by the interview data.

3.1. Results of the questionnaires3.1. Results of the questionnaires

First of all, the responses to the post-task questionnaire show that the learners 
reacted very positively to the wonder task sequence. 93.8% of respondents 
(30 learners out of 32) state that they believe that their English language 
skills have benefitted from the tasks and that the tasks will have an impact 
on how they engage with English in their environment in the future.

Comparing the pre-task and the post-task responses, a number 
of interesting points emerge from the data. The first point concerns 
respondents’ reported reactions to encountering a ‘new’ or ‘interesting’ 
word. ‘New’ words were defined as words that they did not understand, and 
‘interesting’ words were defined as words that they understood, but that 
made them want to find out more about them (e.g., their pronunciation or 
etymology). This terminology was explained to the respondents before they 
completed the questionnaire. They were presented with a list of possible 
reactions and had to indicate how likely they were to take these actions 
upon encountering a new or interesting word (Likert scale, 1 = extremely 
unlikely; 6 = extremely likely). While the results for some possible 
reactions (‘I Google it’, ‘I guess from contextual clues’) were essentially the 
same pre- and post-task, some changes can be observed in the case of the 
following questions:

How likely are you to do the following things when you encounter 
a new English word or phrase? – “Nothing, I just skip over it”

Extremely 
unlikely

Very 
unlikely Unlikely Likely Very 

likely
Extremely 

likely

PRE-TASK 7 9 12 4 0 0

POST-TASK 13 10 7 1 1 0

Table 1: Results ‘skip new words’
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Figure 1: Boxplot ‘skip new words’

Skipping over a new word is “extremely unlikely” for more respondents 
after having completed the wonder tasks (13 post-task vs 7 pre-task). 
The boxplot illustrates this shift in likelihood, showing that the learners’ 
reactions post-task overall are significantly more towards the ‘unlikely’ end 
of the spectrum (p= 0.0291).

How likely are you to do the following things when you 
encounter a new English word or phrase? – “I use ChatGPT or 
a similar AI tool to find out its meaning”

Extremely 
unlikely

Very 
unlikely Unlikely Likely Very 

likely
Extremely 

likely

PRE-TASK 19 8 3 1 1 0

POST-TASK 10 8 5 6 1 2

Table 2: Results ‘ask AI’
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Using ChatGPT became less unlikely after task completion: only 
10 respondents still said they were ‘extremely unlikely’ to use the tool, 
compared to 19 pre-task. Here, the difference is significant with a p-value 
of 0.00377, showing that the reactions post-task are significantly more 
towards the ‘likely’ end of the spectrum.

There are also some significant changes to be observed regarding 
‘interesting’ words:

How likely are you to do the following things when you 
encounter an interesting English word or phrase? – “Nothing, 
I just skip over it”

Extremely 
unlikely

Very 
unlikely Unlikely Likely Very 

likely
Extremely 

likely

PRE-TASK 6 9 7 8 1 1

POST-TASK 13 7 11 1 0 0

Table 3: Results ‘skip interesting words’

How likely are you to do the following things when you 
encounter an interesting English word or phrase? – “I use an 
appropriate source to find out more about it”

Extremely 
unlikely

Very 
unlikely Unlikely Likely Very 

likely
Extremely 

likely

PRE-TASK 7 9 12 4 0 0

POST-TASK 13 10 7 1 1 0

Table 4: Results ‘source interesting words’
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Figure 3: Boxplots ‘skip interesting words’ vs ‘source interesting words’

The boxplots clearly show that skipping the ‘interesting’ word is significantly 
less likely post-task (p=0.0092); consulting sources is significantly more 
likely post-task (p=0.0198):

There generally seems to be a slightly increased interest in information 
about words and phrases post-task. With the exception of ‘spelling’, more 
respondents indicate that each of the suggested categories is of interest 
to them post-task, although the difference is generally small, with the 
exception of etymology (+9 respondents post-task):

Figure 4: areas of interest pre-task vs post-task
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The results also show an increase in learners’ willingness to record 
‘new’ or ‘interesting’ language items:

“How likely are you to record a new language item you 
encounter or additional information about an interesting 
word or phrase in a vocabulary notebook or file?”

Extremely 
unlikely

Very 
unlikely Unlikely Likely Very 

likely
Extremely 

likely

PRE-TASK 6 11 6 8 1 0

POST-TASK 3 6 9 8 5 1

Table 5: Results ‘record new or interesting words’

Figure 5:Boxplot ‘record new or interesting words’
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3.2.1. Discovery3.2.1. Discovery

The theme ‘discovery’ encompasses all the coded segments that indicate 
that the interviewees reported new insights in areas such as contexts of 
language use and language awareness as a consequence of participating in 
the wonder task sequence. It is notable that all interviewees commented 
on how the tasks made them more aware of the amount of English in their 
lives. To some extent, this validated what they already knew about the 
functions of English, but the extent to which English is present everywhere 
also surprised them, as this extract shows:

Yes, I already knew that English was very present, I was aware 
of that on some level, but I was surprised that it was so firmly 
anchored in society, especially in advertising and the media. I 
would say that I wasn’t aware of that. [And I also noticed] that 
I always think in English when I think about a book I’ve read 
in English […] it’s easier for me to reflect on it in English than 
in German. […] So perhaps it has made me realise how much 
English I actually have around me. (INT5, 116–123)

In addition to general comments such as the one quoted above, some 
interviewees mentioned specific contexts of English use. While they did 
mention various EE activities in their private lives, it was primarily the 
amount of English in the urban environment that seemed to surprise them. 
This was mentioned several times, such as in the following example:

But you might not even realise it anymore. And by writing this 
[language] learner diary, I actually noticed that [English] is 
actually so central to my life, and because of [the tasks I had to 
do for] the course I then also looked around outside in the street 
[to see] what you actually find there – so many terms! – and 
then I actually realised again that [English] is actually already 
so embedded, perhaps also in the German language, that we no 
longer notice it at all. (INT6, 112–117)

When asked, the interviewees reported picking up new vocabulary thanks 
to the wonder task sequence, but only 3 out of 6 respondents were actually 
able to remember a specific word or a specific new fact about a familiar 
word they had learned, for example: “Something to do with shoes, what 
was it again? Pumps? I think it was ‘pumps’, why they are called that, I 
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mean why shoes with heels are called that.” (INT4, 202–203). However, 
comments from the interviews seem to indicate that the interviewees 
were motivated to think about words they were confronted with while 
completing their tasks, even if they have trouble recalling specific words 
they encountered, such as in this answer to an interviewer question about 
integrating new words into one’s active vocabulary: “Perhaps some of them. 
I don’t recall which vocabulary items those were exactly, but there were 
definitely some that got me thinking.” (INT1, 28–33). In line with this 
comment, the interviewees mentioned several areas of language which 
they started to think about while completing the wonder tasks: 

I thought it was great to just look it up, to really think about it, 
is it similar to German, what are the components of the word? 
Where does it come from? What is the root? What questions do 
I have about it? I found that very exciting. [...] Yes, so above 
all, I always think it’s cool [to ask yourself], what’s the origin 
of the phrase? I always find [the question] where it comes from 
really exciting. Because there’s always a story behind it. (INT2, 
208–210; 215–216)

Generally, there are several comments in the interviews that point towards 
a deeper engagement with the language during the wonder task sequence 
than the interviewees would normally show, as in this example:

I would have looked up words before [the wonder tasks] that 
I didn’t know, but then somehow it became even more of a 
focus that you really actively look for a meaningful definition 
and not just look it up on Google Translate – okay, what does it 
mean, and then yes, it’s roughly this and that – but really look 
for an exact definition, or at least that’s how I did it. I looked 
up exact definitions in several dictionaries and then derived the 
translation from that and not just from Google or Linguee or 
whatever. (INT3, 113–120)

Another interviewee linked knowledge about etymology and “links to 
other languages” to a deeper understanding of language in general: “a 
deeper understanding and grasping the small differences in meaning […] 
with my [wonder] words it was just like that.” (INT4, 238–242). Another 
interviewee also mentioned an increased interest in not only English, but 
also other languages:
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And I think it made me realise once again [...] how beautiful 
language can actually be. And it sharpened my awareness of 
how beautiful language is and how nice it is that you can hear 
it everywhere and that you can speak a language well. And that 
generally raised my awareness of language again. Not just English, 
I noticed other languages more as well and that sharpened my 
sense of language. (INT2, 160–165)

This comment indicates an increased aesthetic appreciation for the English 
language and for languages in general.

3.2.2. Evaluation3.2.2. Evaluation

The theme of ‘evaluation’ is about learners’ reactions to the wonder words 
task sequence and its impact on their language development. The task 
sequence was perceived as contributing to active learning: “Well, I think 
wonder pedagogy is something very cool. For me, it’s always like this – I 
just have the feeling that if I ask myself a question, why, why is it like this, 
it’s ten times more likely to stick than if I’m just told by someone that this 
is the way it is.” (INT1, 157–159).

Interviewees also remarked that the task sequence allowed them to 
focus on their own interests, without a direct utilitarian goal related to 
education:

I think that wonder pedagogy is a great approach in that you 
choose something for yourself again. [The question is] not what 
do I need for my lessons, or what do I need for something that 
is formal, so to speak. But I can really say what I find exciting, 
and [ask] where does that [word] come from, or what does that 
sound like – it’s simply that you still have a bit of that for yourself. 
(INT2, 268–272)

However, similarly to interviewees’ difficulty recalling specific words they 
learned doing the wonder task sequence, there was some doubt as to how 
sustainable the learning gains from the wonder task sequence will be: “Yes, 
I have to be honest, I found it great to research it all, but I don’t think that 
much has stuck. But I really have to listen to everything five times and 
interact with it five times before [it sticks], so just looking it up and writing 
it down and then having a quick look at it doesn’t help me that much, 
unfortunately.” (INT2, 173–176).
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3.2.3. Plans3.2.3. Plans

‘Plans’ refers to comments by the interviewees about continuing with 
activities that were inspired by the wonder task sequence. Interviewees 
mentioned wanting to stay curious and attentive: “Suddenly there was so 
much English that you were exposed to that you had never really noticed 
before. Well, I definitely noticed that [when I was doing the tasks]. I will 
definitely take that with me.” (INT1, 16–18). They reported an increased 
motivation to keep learning:

Especially in this phase [as an advanced learner], you often tend 
to just stop and say, I can already do it pretty well anyway, I can 
express myself well. And that’s where I think it’s good to take a 
closer look at how [a word] can be used, what it means exactly 
– and that you perhaps simply remain curious about new words, 
that you don’t say, I can already express this in some way, but that 
you still look for new idioms or different meanings or different 
uses. I find that very exciting, especially at this level, because you 
have a very large vocabulary, but you could always expand it; 
and you realise that you don’t have such a large vocabulary after 
all, compared to what is possible. (INT4, 307–316)

Interviewees also gave specific examples of actions they plan to take to 
improve their language skills by engaging with EE in a spirit of wonder, 
for example, “you can benefit if you write things down – I think if I write 
things down I’ll remember them better than if I just read them.” (INT5, 
241–242). 

4. Discussion4. Discussion

This paper set out to answer the question whether a specially designed 
wonder pedagogy task sequence had a positive impact on how the 
advanced learners who participated in the study were able to leverage 
their EE activities for vocabulary learning.

The results seem to indicate that the wonder words task sequence did 
not contribute much to increasing the size of learners’ active vocabulary by 
adding new vocabulary items to it. When asked about this in the interviews, 
the interviewees struggled to remember individual words they had picked up.
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However, the task sequence seems to have had a positive impact on 
the quality and depth of learners’ engagement with new and interesting 
words during their EE activities. The importance of quality of EE 
engagement was also highlighted by Lee (2019) who claims that it is the 
quality, rather than just the frequency or quantity, of EE activities which 
is related to vocabulary knowledge. It is a very encouraging finding, then, 
that according to the questionnaire data, learners were significantly more 
likely to look up information on words they encountered post-task and that 
they consulted a broader range of sources, including AI tools, which they 
showed significantly more interest in post-task. 

This tendency is also reflected in the interviews, where interviewees 
talk about experiencing a deeper interest in words they encounter post-
task. This could indicate a positive impact of the targeted task sequence on 
EE engagement, which is in line with Zhang et al. (2024: 8), whose review 
of EE studies found that “formal language instruction may increase people’s 
engagement in and efficiency of ELL [extramural language learning]”. 

The respondents also report engaging with language for its own sake, 
not just to fulfil a task or achieve a required grade, which is important for 
advanced learners’ motivation once their English is good enough to cope 
with most communicative challenges they encounter. Already in 2006, 
Dörnyei et al. (2006) claimed that students’ motivation was decreasing 
due to the fact that English was becoming “a self-evident part of education” 
(Dörnyei et al. 2006: 144, as cited in Henry et al. 2018: 251), and with the 
prevalence of English today, this is even more of a concern. It is therefore 
a good sign that in the interviews, learners also state that they intend to 
remain curious about words as independent learners beyond university, 
which indicates that the learning gains from the wonder words sequence 
could be sustainable over time. 

The respondents also showed a stronger intention to record vocabulary 
they consider relevant post-task, which could contribute to the lasting effects 
of the wonder task sequence as notetaking during EE activities has been shown 
to correlate positively with vocabulary gains (Calafato & Clausen 2024).

However, in the interview data, there are also hints that some 
learners might need help to benefit fully from the task sequence. There 
are comments that seem to show that while some respondents enjoyed the 
task while they were engaging in it, they feel that they would need more 
practice to actually add vocabulary items they encounter to their active 
linguistic repertoire.
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5. Conclusion5. Conclusion

Overall, the study seems to show that wonder pedagogy might be a 
promising addition to the repertoire of ELT, but for learners to benefit fully 
from it, it needs to be implemented in a thoughtful manner. However, some 
limitations of the study should also be acknowledged here. The sample 
size was small, and in addition, the respondents were university students 
of English and future teachers of English. Even among advanced learners, 
they might therefore not be representative. 

In future research projects, it might therefore be interesting to 
explore “whether students in language degree programs exhibit different 
motivational patterns compared to those in other disciplines [which] 
could reveal variations in English learning motivation trajectories across 
academic settings.” (Leone & Paone 2024: 129). This could be done by 
implementing the task sequence with groups of learners in non-language 
degree programmes.

As for the task sequence, a version which offers learners more 
opportunities to practice and more support in recording vocabulary 
effectively would be an interesting direction to explore. In its present 
form, the steps of the task sequence gradually become more open and 
more demanding for the learners in a linear progression. If learners were 
encouraged to revisit previous steps to consolidate what they have learned 
(Fürstenberg et al. 2025), this would result in a cyclical task design which 
would better reflect the open-endedness of wonder-based inquiry.

Figure 6: The cycle of wonder: a visualisation of the 
cyclical character of the wonder task sequence

 

Figure 6: The cycle of wonder: a visualisation of the cyclical character of the wonder task sequence 

 

Considering the limitations of the study, overgeneralisations should be avoided. However, it 

seems that wonder pedagogy is worth pursuing and researching further with advanced 

learners of English. With improved tasks, it is to be hoped that the integration of wonder into 

English language teaching can indeed contribute to turning advanced learners into “agents of 

their own learning” and “eventually […] lifelong linguist[s]” (Plutino 2021: 35).  
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Considering the limitations of the study, overgeneralisations should 
be avoided. However, it seems that wonder pedagogy is worth pursuing 
and researching further with advanced learners of English. With improved 
tasks, it is to be hoped that the integration of wonder into English language 
teaching can indeed contribute to turning advanced learners into “agents 
of their own learning” and “eventually […] lifelong linguist[s]” (Plutino 
2021: 35). 
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Abstract
This study investigates sentiment analysis, specifically opinion mining, in English 
for Specific Purposes (ESP) classrooms by comparing traditional teaching methods 
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same cohort of 41 students (11 males, 30 females) first experienced traditional 
classroom methods during the winter semester (serving as the Control condition) 
and later participated in an AI-assisted classroom during the summer semester 
(serving as the Target condition). Employing advanced sentiment analysis 
techniques, we analysed 82 essays written by these students, focusing on their 
attitudes towards the provided learning materials. Our approach involved using a 
specialised sentiment lexicon for accurate scoring and classification. The findings 
reveal a clear shift towards more positive sentiment in the AI-assisted classroom 
(Target condition), underscoring AI’s potential to enhance the emotional 
dimensions of language learning. These insights are critical for understanding 
student perceptions across instructional modes and highlight the potential of AI 
in educational contexts.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Artificial Intelligence (AI) has shown remarkable potential to revolutionise 
educational practices in recent years (Ayeni et al. 2024; Chiu et al. 2023). 
AI can analyse individual student’s learning patterns, strengths, and 
weaknesses to provide personalised learning paths (Ayeni et al. 2024). 
By understanding the learner’s proficiency level and preferred learning 
style, AI-powered systems can tailor content, exercises, and challenges to 
maximise the effectiveness of language learning. This ensures that learners 
are continually challenged and engaged at the appropriate level, leading to 
faster progress and improved retention. Apart from that, AI can automate 
language assessment, enabling faster and more accurate evaluation of 
learners’ language proficiency. This includes automated grading of writing 
assignments, speaking assessments, and comprehension tests. Also, AI-
powered chatbots can function as language practice partners, providing 
learners with conversational practice and instant feedback. These 
interactive language practice sessions can be available 24/7, allowing 
learners to practice at their convenience. However, while AI presents 
significant opportunities, its integration into educational settings also 
raises concerns, such as ethical considerations, data privacy, and potential 
biases embedded in AI algorithms (Chiu et al. 2023). Addressing these 
issues proactively is essential for successful and equitable implementation.

One more domain where AI can significantly impact language 
education is opinion mining, specifically sentiment analysis. Sentiment 
analysis is an interdisciplinary field that combines concepts and techniques 
from linguistics, psychology, computer science, and data science (Koufakou 
2024). The integration of these theoretical foundations allows sentiment 
analysis systems to interpret and classify sentiments expressed in text 
data more effectively. However, given the complexity of human language 
and emotions, achieving highly accurate sentiment analysis remains an 
ongoing challenge (Shaik et al. 2022), and research in this area continues 
to evolve. For instance, sentiment analysis relies on linguistic theories 
to understand how words and phrases convey emotions and attitudes. 
Linguistic research helps identify sentiment-bearing words, phrases, and 
linguistic patterns that indicate positive, negative, or neutral sentiments. 
Additionally, psychological theories play a crucial role in sentiment 
analysis as they help to understand how humans express and interpret 
emotions and opinions. Emotion theories, like Plutchik’s wheel of 
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emotions or Ekman’s six basic emotions, provide insights into the different 
dimensions of human emotions, which are essential for accurate sentiment 
classification. Psychological studies on sentiment expression and perception 
also influence the design of sentiment analysis algorithms. Furthermore, 
sentiment analysis often leverages semantic theories and techniques to 
handle word sense disambiguation. Different senses of a word can carry 
different sentiments, and understanding the correct sense in context is 
crucial for accurate sentiment analysis.

Sentiment analysis has numerous applications across various 
industries, including market research, social media monitoring, and student 
feedback analysis (Dalipi et al. 2021). It may help schools and educational 
organisations gain valuable insights from vast amounts of unstructured 
textual data, enabling them to make data-driven decisions and understand 
students’ opinions (Weitl-Harms, Hastings & Lum 2024). Analysing 
students’ sentiment in their written feedback or essays provides insight 
into their emotional engagement and attitudes towards the course content 
and teaching methods (Dake & Gyimah 2023). By identifying patterns of 
frustration, confusion, or enthusiasm, educators can adjust instructional 
strategies to address challenges and reinforce positive experiences, thereby 
improving the language learning process (Koufakou 2024).

There are several ways of how to perform sentiment analysis:
1.	 Rule-based approach relies on predefined rules and patterns to 

identify sentiment-bearing words and phrases. It can be useful 
for simple cases but may not capture more complex linguistic 
expressions.

2.	 Lexicon-based approach uses pre-built sentiment dictionaries that 
contain words or phrases annotated with their corresponding 
sentiment scores (positive, negative, or neutral). The overall 
sentiment of a piece of text is calculated based on the sentiment 
scores of its constituent words.

3.	 Machine learning-based approach involves training machine 
learning models on labelled datasets, where the sentiment of the 
text is already known. These models learn to recognise patterns 
and associations between words and sentiments, enabling them to 
predict the sentiment of unseen text.

4.	 Deep learning-based approaches, particularly recurrent neural 
networks (RNNs), and transformer-based models like BERT 
(Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers), 
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have shown remarkable performance in sentiment analysis tasks 
(Koufakou 2024). These models can capture complex contextual 
information and improve accuracy in sentiment classification.

For this paper, we opted for a document-level hybrid approach, combining 
machine learning models (especially deep learning, natural language 
processing, and AI) with rule-based and lexicon-based techniques. This 
hybrid approach to sentiment analysis combines the strengths of lexicon-
based methods and machine learning techniques, leading to superior 
performance compared to using either method alone.

2. Literature Overview2. Literature Overview

In educational contexts, sentiment analysis is widely applied to student 
feedback and classroom interactions to gauge learners’ attitudes. For 
example, researchers have applied sentiment analysis to discussion 
posts, social media comments, and course evaluations to assess student 
satisfaction and engagement (Ortigosa, Martín & Carro 2014; Colace et al. 
2015). Recent studies confirm that the integration of sentiment analysis 
into educational analytics enables the identification of affective dimensions 
of learning, allowing educators to monitor engagement, frustration, or 
boredom across online and hybrid environments (Machová et al. 2023; 
Islam et al. 2024). Sentiment tracking has become particularly valuable 
in large-scale digital learning platforms such as MOOCs, where it supports 
early detection of disengagement and prediction of academic success 
(Gardner & Brooks 2018).

AI-assisted sentiment analysis has also gained attention for its 
potential to enhance language education. In AI-supported classrooms, 
sentiment analysis provides insights into how learners emotionally respond 
to AI feedback, adaptive learning systems, and automated language tutors 
(Khare et al. 2024). In English language learning contexts, particularly for 
ESP, it helps to detect learners’ motivation and emotional states, offering 
data-driven support for curriculum adjustment and personalised feedback 
(Arnold 2021). These applications align with the affective turn in second 
language acquisition research, which emphasises the role of emotions in 
sustaining engagement and proficiency gains.
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Common analysis methods include lexicon-based approaches, which 
use dictionaries of words with assigned sentiment scores, and supervised 
machine-learning models trained on labelled data (Feldman & Ungar 2012; 
Hutto & Gilbert 2014). While these classical methods remain foundational, 
current research increasingly leverages hybrid and transformer-based 
architectures such as BERT and RoBERTa for higher contextual accuracy 
in educational sentiment detection (Sivakumar & Rajalakshmi 2022; 
Koufakou 2024). Unlike purely technical studies, educational applications 
of sentiment analysis must balance computational accuracy with 
pedagogical interpretability, ensuring that emotion classification aligns 
with meaningful learning indicators (Chiu et al. 2023). Lexicon-based 
methods (e.g. VADER) are popular in education research because they are 
easily interpretable and do not require large annotated corpora (Liu 2010; 
Hutto & Gilbert 2014). However, these methods can misinterpret context 
or sarcasm, while machine-learning methods typically need extensive 
training data (Liu 2010; Feldman & Ungar 2012). Recent literature 
advocates a combined approach that integrates linguistic features 
with neural embedding models, thus capturing both sentiment polarity 
and contextual nuance. This methodological shift has been particularly 
influential in language-learning analytics, where emotional tone is closely 
tied to communicative competence and learner autonomy.

Understanding learner emotions is important, since affective states 
such as engagement, frustration or boredom have been linked to learning 
outcomes (Baker et al. 2010; D’Mello & Graesser 2012). Prior studies 
find that positive sentiments often correlate with motivation and success, 
whereas negative sentiments (e.g. confusion or anxiety) may signal 
learning difficulties. A growing body of work confirms these findings 
using deep sentiment models, which can detect subtle variations in learner 
mood and correlate them with vocabulary acquisition and participation 
rates (Li & Pan 2025). Although sentiment analysis has been used to 
examine online and classroom learning environments, few studies have 
directly compared different instructional modes. Only a limited number 
of comparative analyses exist exploring sentiment shifts between 
traditional, blended, and AI-assisted classrooms (Vistorte et al. 2024). 
These studies suggest that AI-mediated feedback tends to produce more 
positive emotional responses than traditional teacher-only instruction, 
yet evidence remains fragmented, especially in ESP domains. There is 
limited literature on how ESP learners respond emotionally to traditional 
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versus AI-assisted teaching. This constitutes a crucial research gap, as 
ESP courses often involve goal-oriented professional communication 
tasks where emotional engagement and self-efficacy directly influence 
performance outcomes (Arnold 2021).

By applying sentiment analysis to student essays under both paradigms, 
the present study builds on this body of work and addresses this gap in 
the literature. Specifically, it contributes by integrating computational 
sentiment detection with pedagogical inquiry in ESP settings, examining 
whether AI assistance fosters measurable shifts in learner affect and 
engagement compared to traditional instruction. This dual focus − 
methodological and pedagogical − aims to situate sentiment analysis not 
merely as a diagnostic tool but as an instrument for understanding the 
emotional foundations of successful language learning in AI-supported 
environments.

3. Background3. Background

Several years ago, the author of this paper started implementing different 
computer-assisted technologies to enhance our teaching of both General 
English and English for Specific Purposes. We started with machine 
translation, then moved to gamification and game-based learning (Ivanović 
2024), ending up with the use of AI in our classes. During this time, we 
noticed an interesting trend. Our research results and our students started 
reporting an increase in motivation, engagement, and student-initiated 
exchanges. This inspired us to design a new study which would probe 
into the reasons for such an increase. All participants were informed that 
their written coursework would be used anonymously for research aimed 
at improving teaching quality, and participation was strictly voluntary. No 
student faced any academic advantage or disadvantage based on their 
decision to participate. In line with ethical standards for educational 
research, informed consent was obtained at the beginning of the semester. 
Students were assured that their essays would be anonymised before 
analysis and that no identifying information would be stored or reported. 
Following completion of the study, a debriefing session was held to explain 
the research objectives and findings, allowing students to ask questions and 
withdraw their data if they wished. In the early planning stage, particular 
care was taken to avoid potential bias stemming from the dual role of 
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teacher-researcher. The author’s assistants, rather than the author, handled 
initial essay collection and anonymisation to ensure independence in data 
handling. This separation of roles helped mitigate possible perceptions of 
coercion or influence over students’ decisions to participate. 

We chose essays as assessment instruments since they are familiar to 
students and are usually perceived as less intrusive than direct question, 
thereby contributing to the genuineness of their expressed sentiments. 
Thus, those essays effectively served as indirect reflections of student 
attitudes composed of open-ended responses where our students 
were largely free from any undue influence. All students received 
clear submission guidelines, explicitly stating that essays should not 
contain any personal information that could identify them. Essays were 
submitted through an online platform, and after submitting the essays, 
our faculty assistants would assign a unique identifier to each essay. Our 
three assistants would sift through the received essays and remove any 
potential personal data unintentionally entered by the students. Those 
essays were then submitted to the author of this paper as plain text to 
remove or mask any metadata that might inadvertently contain identifying 
information from the submitted files. By combining strict anonymisation, 
institutional oversight, informed consent, and post-study debriefing, this 
research adheres to ethical principles of transparency, autonomy, and 
non-maleficence. These safeguards ensured that all participants’ rights 
and dignity were fully protected while maintaining the methodological 
integrity of the study.

The essay tasks used for analysis were uniform across both semesters. 
Each student produced one 300–400-word essay responding to two open-
ended prompts: (1) Describe how the course activities helped or hindered 
your learning this semester and (2) Discuss how technology influenced 
your motivation and participation in language classes. These prompts 
encouraged reflection on affective and cognitive aspects of learning 
without explicitly mentioning AI, thereby eliciting authentic expressions 
of sentiment. Essays were written in English and submitted electronically 
within one week of assignment.
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4. Research Objective and Hypotheses4. Research Objective and Hypotheses

Our research objective is to investigate and compare the emotional 
experiences of ESP students in traditional classroom instruction and AI-
assisted learning environments using sentiment analysis. The study aims 
to explore whether AI technologies in language classrooms have an impact 
on students’ sentiments and to identify potential differences between the 
two instructional methods.

Our hypothesis is that there is a significant difference in the emotional 
experiences (sentiment scores) of ESP students between traditional 
classroom instruction (Control condition) and AI-assisted learning 
(Target condition). Clarifying the emotional impact of AI integration 
on students’ experiences has significant practical implications. It may 
inform instructional design strategies, guide educators, and policymakers 
in decision-making about technology investments, and support efforts 
to foster emotionally supportive learning environments. This study also 
hypothesises that the AI-assisted group will display a higher average 
sentiment score due to increased engagement, personalised feedback, and 
adaptive pacing provided by AI-supported tools.

5. Study Design and Data Collection5. Study Design and Data Collection

Participants were recruited from a cohort of first-year faculty students at 
the University of Montenegro who had previously completed their first 
(winter) semester in a traditional classroom setting. At the end of the first 
semester, our students were asked to submit essays as part of their class 
assignments. The results from those essays served as a pre-intervention 
control. Moving on to their second (summer) semester, the same group of 
students were introduced to the concept of an AI-assisted classroom. To 
ensure methodological clarity and replicability, the AI-assisted classroom 
(Target condition) was based on a structured integration of several AI and 
digital learning tools. The core platform used was ChatGPT (OpenAI), 
employed under a supervised framework for generating model responses, 
grammar feedback, and vocabulary enhancement activities. Additionally, 
Quizizz AI and GrammarlyGO were used for adaptive quizzes and automated 
writing feedback, while IBM Watson Natural Language Understanding 
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(NLU)1 was employed for sentiment tracking and analysis. Students 
interacted with these systems both synchronously (during instructor-led 
sessions) and asynchronously (for independent practice). Each 90-minute 
weekly class incorporated approximately 30–40 minutes of AI-supported 
activities, while the remainder was reserved for instructor-led discussion, 
peer correction, and reflection. AI tools were presented as instructional 
assistants rather than replacements for teacher interaction.

The teacher maintained a central facilitative role, guiding 
interpretation of AI-generated feedback and ensuring linguistic and 
ethical appropriateness in student use. Students were explicitly trained 
in responsible AI interaction to avoid overreliance and to promote critical 
engagement with machine-generated content (Chiu et al. 2023). This 
hybrid structure aligns with the definition of AI-supported instruction as a 
pedagogical model where intelligent systems provide adaptive scaffolding, 
continuous feedback, and affective support while human instructors retain 
decision-making and instructional authority (Luckin & Holmes 2016; 
Holmes et al. 2019). The traditional classroom (Control condition) followed 
a communicative, task-based approach typical of ESP courses at the 
Faculty of Material Science and the Faculty of Philology. Instruction relied 
on teacher-led explanations, printed ESP textbooks, pair work, and short 
oral presentations, with minimal use of digital tools beyond PowerPoint. 
Assessment consisted of weekly grammar and vocabulary exercises, mid-
term tests, and a short essay at the end of the semester. Each 90-minute 
session combined a 30-minute lecture component, a 45-minute practice 
block, and a brief wrap-up discussion. This structure ensured consistent 
delivery and alignment with institutional standards, confirming that lower 
post-intervention ratings reflected pedagogical limitations of traditional 
formats rather than inconsistent teaching quality.

An AI-assisted classroom, also known as a smart classroom, is an 
educational environment where artificial intelligence (AI) technologies are 
integrated into the teaching and learning process to enhance the overall 
learning experience. In our case, AI helped us in four areas:

1.	 AI technologies were used to analyse students’ strengths, 
weaknesses, and learning styles to tailor educational content and 
activities to everyone’s needs. This personalisation allows students 
to progress at their own pace and receive targeted support where 
they need it most.

1	 https://cloud.ibm.com/apidocs/natural-language-understanding 
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2.	 AI-powered virtual tutors and chatbots were used to interact 
with students, answering questions, providing explanations, and 
helping in real time. These intelligent tutors can supplement the 
teacher’s role, providing additional support and guidance.

3.	 AI was used to dynamically adjust the difficulty and complexity of 
learning materials based on students’ performance and progress.

4.	 AI was used to automate the grading process for assignments, 
quizzes, and tests, providing instant feedback to students. This 
saves time for educators and enables students to receive prompt 
feedback on their performance.

Importantly, the AI integration focused on enhancing specific linguistic 
competencies − particularly writing and ESP vocabulary acquisition. 
For example, students were assigned weekly short writing tasks that 
were automatically analysed for lexical variety and syntactic complexity 
through GrammarlyGO, while IBM Watson provided sentiment feedback 
visualisations for reflective learning. This ensured that AI use was 
systematic, measurable, and pedagogically relevant.

Our theoretical population consisted of 47 enrolled students. Out of 
those, 41 participants were willing and/or able to submit their essays, thus 
only their results were included in this study. At the end of the second 
semester, the students were asked to submit another batch of essays with 
the same essay prompts. To maintain comparability, both Control and Target 
groups completed identical writing tasks under similar time constraints. 
Sentiments expressed in essays were considered the dependent variable, 
while the independent variable was the type of classroom (traditional vs. AI-
assisted). The students were given a defined window of time (one week) to 
complete and submit their essays through an online platform. To maximise 
participation and reduce the likelihood of missing data, automated 
reminder emails were sent to the participants as the submission deadlines 
approached. The reminders were gentle yet persuasive, encouraging 
students to submit their essays promptly. No personal data were collected 
during this process, and the students were specifically instructed not to 
include any personally identifiable data. Pedagogical implementation 
and data collection were strictly separated. The classroom instruction 
and essay submission occurred as part of regular coursework, while data 
extraction and analysis took place only after anonymisation and consent 
confirmation. This procedural distinction ensured that research data 
were collected without interfering with pedagogical processes or student 



Igor Ivanović: Opinion Mining in ESP Classrooms: A Comparative Analysis of Traditional... 

151

assessment. This comprehensive dataset we received from our students 
enabled a detailed analysis of the sentiments expressed by students in 
traditional and AI-assisted classrooms, shedding light on the emotional 
impact of AI integration in education.

6. Sentiment Analysis Tool and Sentiment Lexicon6. Sentiment Analysis Tool and Sentiment Lexicon

To perform sentiment analysis, we needed a tool that would analyse our 
essay corpus for us. We opted for IBM Watson NLU, which is an integral 
component of IBM’s suite of AI services designed to derive insights 
from text. The core features of this tool encompass a wide range of text 
analysis capabilities. It can determine the overall sentiment of a text, 
distinguishing between positive, negative, and neutral tones, and even 
go deeper to discern specific emotions such as joy, anger, sadness, fear, 
and disgust. In this study, IBM Watson NLU was selected because of its 
validated multilingual sentiment model and prior use in educational and 
psychological text analysis. The system’s sentiment model relies on a 
proprietary lexicon and deep-learning classifier trained on a large corpus 
of human-annotated data. While the full lexicon is not publicly accessible, 
Table 1 presents a representative illustrative subset of sentiment-bearing 
words derived from Watson’s English sentiment model to demonstrate the 
principle of valence scoring used in this study. These words were chosen to 
mirror common affective vocabulary observed in the student essays.

In the context of a sentiment lexicon, valence refers to the emotional 
orientation or polarity of a word or phrase. It represents the degree of 
positive or negative sentiment associated with a particular term. A word 
with a positive valence is associated with positive emotions, while a word 
with a negative valence is associated with negative emotions. Valence 
scores are often assigned to words in a sentiment lexicon based on human 
judgments or crowd-sourced annotations. These scores typically fall on 
a numerical scale, which assigns sentiment scores on a scale of -1 to +1, 
where -1 represents strong negativity, +1 indicates strong positivity, and 
0 denotes neutrality. This scoring principle follows established approaches 
in computational linguistics and affective computing (Mohammad 2021).
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Table 1. Lexicon sample words with their valences 
(illustrative subset based on Watson’s sentiment model)

1. „Joyful“ -> +0.9 11. „Bored“ -> -0.5

2. „Disappointed“ -> -0.7 12. „Grateful“ -> +0.8

3. „Confident“ -> +0.8 13. „Tense“ -> -0.6

4. „Frustrated“ -> -0.8 14. „Motivated“ -> +0.9

5. „Excited“ -> +0.7 15. „Uninterested“ -> -0.3

6. „Content“ -> +0.6 16. „Delighted“ -> +0.9

7. „Annoyed“ -> -0.6 17. „Disheartened“ -> -0.7

8. „Hopeful“ -> +0.8 18. „Curious“ -> +0.7

9. „Indifferent“ -> 0.0 19. „Apathetic“ -> -0.4

10. „Eager“ -> +0.7 20. „Proud“ -> +0.8

Before analysis, all essays were pre-processed using the following pipeline:
1.	 Conversion to lowercase, removal of punctuation and stop words 

(e.g., the, and, to), and normalisation of whitespace.
2.	 Segmentation into sentences and tokens using the Natural 

Language Toolkit (NLTK).
3.	 Reduction of inflected forms to base lemmas to ensure consistent 

sentiment scoring (e.g., studying → study).
4.	 Each essay was uploaded via the NLU Python SDK, and the output 

JSON included overall document sentiment (ranging from -1 to 
+1), sentence-level sentiment, and emotion intensity across five 
primary affective dimensions (joy, anger, sadness, fear, disgust).

5.	 Document-level sentiment scores were derived by averaging 
sentence-level scores weighted by sentence length. These 
composite sentiment values were then used for statistical 
comparison between the Control and Target groups.

All raw outputs were exported to CSV format, and data processing 
was conducted using Python (Pandas, NumPy) to compute descriptive 
and inferential statistics. Sentiment polarity (positive vs. negative) 
was determined based on thresholds of ≥ 0.05 and ≤ −0.05 following 
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established practice (Hutto & Gilbert 2014). Scores between −0.05 and 0.05 
were treated as neutral. The resulting metrics included mean sentiment, 
standard deviation, and distributional spread for each group. Inter-rater 
validation against manually annotated samples ensured reliability (Cohen’s 
κ > 0.80). Although both groups responded to the same essay prompts 
across semesters, this repetition was controlled for in interpretation. The 
identical prompts were intended to standardise linguistic and thematic 
content for comparability; however, we acknowledge that familiarity with 
the task could independently influence sentiment expression. Therefore, 
causal inferences regarding the impact of AI tools are presented with 
caution. Sentiment scores reflect emotional tone in writing, not direct 
measures of satisfaction or attitude (Mohammad 2021). Consequently, 
findings are discussed as indicators of relative affective trends rather than 
definitive psychological states. The analytic framework applied in this 
study reflects best practices in text-based sentiment analysis for educational 
data, combining rigorous preprocessing, validated computational tools, 
and ethical interpretive restraint.

7. Data analysis7. Data analysis

This section presents the findings of the sentiment analysis conducted on 
student essays from both the traditional and AI-assisted ESP classrooms. 
Sentiment scores were computed for each student, providing a quantitative 
measure of their attitudes towards the learning materials and instructional 
methods. Descriptive statistics reveal a marked difference in student 
attitudes between the two instructional paradigms. In the traditional 
classroom, the mean sentiment score was 0.28, with a median of 0.38 and 
a mode of 0.37. In contrast, the AI-assisted classroom achieved a higher 
mean sentiment score of 0.63, a median of 0.76, and a mode of 0.95. 
These statistics are summarised in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. Summary of Sentiment Score Statistics 
by Classroom Type

Statistic Traditional  
Classroom

AI-Assisted 
Classroom

Mean 0.28 0.63

Median 0.38 0.76

Mode 0.37 0.95

Standard Deviation 0.38 0.33

Minimum -0.69 -0.34

Maximum 0.67 0.96

Number Positive 31 35

Number Negative 10 6

Visual representations of the sentiment scores further illustrate the contrast 
between classroom types. Scatter plots were chosen specifically to visually 
capture the dispersion of sentiment scores and identify potential outliers 
or clustering patterns within each instructional setting. Figure 1 presents 
scatter plots of individual student sentiment scores for both instructional 
settings. In the traditional classroom (top panel), sentiment scores are 
widely dispersed, including a substantial number of negative outliers. 
Conversely, the AI-assisted classroom (bottom panel) demonstrates tighter 
clustering of positive sentiment scores, with fewer negative results.

To better capture the central tendency and spread, Figure 2 compares 
the mean, median, and mode sentiment scores across both groups. The 
consistently higher values for the AI-assisted classroom underscore a shift 
towards more positive and uniform student attitudes.
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Figure 1. Scatter plots of sentiment scores 
in traditional and AI-assisted classrooms.

Figure 2. Bar chart comparing mean, median, 
and mode between classrooms.

(bottom panel) demonstrates tighter clustering of positive sentiment scores, with fewer 
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Figure 2. Bar chart comparing mean, median, and mode between classrooms. 

 
 

To assess the statistical significance of the observed differences in sentiment scores, an 

independent t-test was conducted. Prior to conducting the t-test, assumptions such as 

normality and homogeneity of variance were checked and satisfied, ensuring the validity of 

using this statistical method. The results indicated that the difference in mean sentiment scores 

between the AI-assisted classroom (mean = 0.63) and the traditional classroom (mean = 0.28) 

was statistically significant (p < 0.01). The magnitude of this effect, as measured by Cohen’s 

d, was approximately 0.97, indicating a large effect size. This finding suggests that the 

introduction of AI tools into classroom instruction had a substantial and meaningful impact on 

student sentiment. 

Table 3. Validation Metrics for Sentiment Classification 

Metric Control condition Target condition 

Classification Accuracy 77.5% 85.0% 

Precision (Positive) 83.8% 87.2% 

Recall (Positive) 91.2% 94.4% 

F1-Score (Positive) 87.3% 90.7% 

Cohen’s Kappa 0.81 0.87 
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To assess the statistical significance of the observed differences in 
sentiment scores, an independent t-test was conducted. Prior to conducting 
the t-test, assumptions such as normality and homogeneity of variance were 
checked and satisfied, ensuring the validity of using this statistical method. 
The results indicated that the difference in mean sentiment scores between 
the AI-assisted classroom (mean = 0.63) and the traditional classroom 
(mean = 0.28) was statistically significant (p < 0.01). The magnitude of 
this effect, as measured by Cohen’s d, was approximately 0.97, indicating a 
large effect size. This finding suggests that the introduction of AI tools into 
classroom instruction had a substantial and meaningful impact on student 
sentiment.

Table 3. Validation Metrics for Sentiment Classification

Metric Control condition Target condition

Classification Accuracy 77.5% 85.0%

Precision (Positive) 83.8% 87.2%

Recall (Positive) 91.2% 94.4%

F1-Score (Positive) 87.3% 90.7%

Cohen’s Kappa 0.81 0.87

Beyond descriptive and inferential statistics, additional validation 
metrics were employed to evaluate the reliability and consistency of our 
sentiment analysis. Validation metrics presented in Table 3 were derived 
by comparing the automated sentiment classifications against manually 
annotated subsets of essays by trained raters. This manual coding served 
as the gold-standard benchmark for assessing the accuracy and reliability 
of our sentiment analysis tool. The overall classification accuracy, defined 
as the proportion of essays for which the sentiment label assigned by 
the analysis tool matched the human annotation, was 77.5% for the 
traditional classroom and 85.0% for the AI-assisted classroom. Further, the 
AI-assisted classroom outperformed the traditional setting in key measures 
of positive sentiment classification, achieving higher precision (87.2%), 
recall (94.4%), and F1-score (90.7%), compared to precision of 83.8%, 
recall of 91.2%, and F1-score of 87.3% in the traditional classroom. Inter-



Igor Ivanović: Opinion Mining in ESP Classrooms: A Comparative Analysis of Traditional... 

157

rater agreement, as measured by Cohen’s Kappa, was high in both groups, 
indicating that the automated sentiment analysis produced labels that were 
consistent with manual human coding and thus confirmed the reliability of 
our analytical approach.

8. Supplemental Analysis8. Supplemental Analysis

Having completed the sentiment analysis, we wanted to find the reasons 
behind such sentiment score distribution. When trying to understand 
the reasons behind the sentiment scores, both close and open-ended 
questions can provide deeper insights. Accordingly, two types of follow-
up data were collected: (1) a post-intervention questionnaire containing 
close-ended Likert-scale items, and (2) a follow-up semi-structured 
interview comprising open-ended questions. These two instruments were 
administered sequentially to the same cohort of students.

Thus, we devised a post-intervention questionnaire that helped us 
probe into the reasons for the observed sentiment distribution. It consisted 
of nine Likert-scale items rated on a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree) and was administered online to all 41 participants. 
Because the same group of students experienced both instructional 
modalities, this constituted a within-subject design, where each participant 
evaluated their experience across both the traditional (Control) and AI-
assisted (Target) phases. To minimise recall bias, questionnaire items 
explicitly invited direct comparison between the two modes.

Table 4. Close-ended questions combined with the Likert scale (1-5)

Question Statement
Traditional 
Classroom 

Average Rating

AI-assisted 
Classroom 

Average Rating

The lessons were engaging. 3.2 4.5

I felt the teaching methods were 
effective. 3.0 4.6

Personalised learning 
opportunities were provided. 2.5 4.8
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Question Statement
Traditional 
Classroom 

Average Rating

AI-assisted 
Classroom 

Average Rating

The classroom promoted 
interactive participation. 3.4 4.2

The pace of the lessons was 
appropriate for me. 3.1 4.0

The teaching tools used 
enhanced my understanding. 2.9 4.7

I faced technical difficulties 
during the lessons. N/A 2.3

I felt comfortable asking 
questions and clarifying doubts. 3.5 4.3

I would prefer this method for 
my future courses. 2.7 4.9

Analysis of the questionnaire responses reveals differences in how students 
perceived the two instructional settings. Across nearly all statements, the 
AI-assisted (Target) condition received consistently higher average ratings 
than the traditional (Control) condition, often by a substantial margin. 
For instance, when asked whether the lessons were engaging, students 
in the traditional classroom reported a moderate average rating of 3.2, 
whereas those in the AI-assisted condition rated engagement much higher 
at 4.5. Similarly, perceptions of teaching effectiveness were significantly 
more positive in the AI-assisted classroom, with an average rating of 
4.6 compared to 3.0 in the traditional condition. It is important to note 
that these comparisons do not reflect two separate student groups, but 
two instructional conditions experienced by the same participants. 
Therefore, statistical interpretation should be treated as indicative of 
relative preference and perceived improvement rather than independent 
group differences. The within-subject design allows for meaningful paired 
comparison of learners’ perceptions but does not fully isolate the causal 
effect of AI tools from other factors, such as familiarity with essay tasks or 
semester progression.

One of the most striking contrasts emerged around personalised 
learning. While students in the traditional classroom gave this aspect a 
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modest average score of 2.5, participants in the AI-assisted classroom rated 
it at 4.8, suggesting that AI integration played a critical role in addressing 
individual learning needs. The opportunity for interactive participation 
was also perceived more positively in the AI-assisted environment (4.2) 
than in the traditional one (3.4), indicating that the inclusion of AI tools 
may have fostered greater student involvement. Further, students in the 
AI-assisted classroom rated the appropriateness of lesson pacing (4.0 vs. 
3.1) and the utility of teaching tools (4.7 vs. 2.9) considerably higher than 
in the traditional classroom. While technical difficulties were not relevant 
in the traditional setting, students in the AI-assisted group reported 
only modest issues (average 2.3 on a scale where lower is preferable), 
suggesting that technology integration was generally smooth and did not 
significantly hinder the learning experience. Comfort in asking questions 
and clarifying doubts was also reported as higher in the AI-assisted classroom 
(4.3) compared to the traditional classroom (3.5), reflecting an environment 
that was more supportive of active student engagement. Perhaps most 
compellingly, when asked about preferences for future courses, students in the 
AI-assisted classroom overwhelmingly favoured this method (average rating 
4.9), while the traditional classroom received a much lower score (2.7).

However, these numerical trends must be interpreted with caution. 
The observed differences may reflect not only the influence of AI tools 
but also increased student familiarity with the course content or natural 
adaptation to university study between semesters. No inferential statistics 
were applied to the Likert data because the small sample size (n = 41) and 
ordinal nature of responses limited the validity of such analysis. Instead, 
descriptive comparisons were used to complement the sentiment data and 
provide qualitative context. Taken together, these results provide evidence 
that the integration of AI into classroom instruction not only improved 
student sentiment, as demonstrated by the earlier statistical analysis, but 
also transformed key dimensions of the learning environment. Students 
experienced greater engagement, more personalised support, increased 
interactivity, and higher satisfaction with instructional tools. Nonetheless, 
these results are best viewed as perceptual trends indicating relative 
affective improvement rather than causal proof of AI’s pedagogical 
superiority.

The second part of the post-intervention study involved semi-
structured interviews focusing on gathering in-depth, qualitative 
insights into students’ experiences in both classroom settings. A subset 
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of 15 volunteers (approximately 37% of participants) took part in these 
follow-up interviews, which were conducted online via Microsoft Teams. 
The interview protocol comprised seven open-ended questions inviting 
reflection on emotional engagement, interactivity, and perceived learning 
effectiveness. Participation was voluntary and anonymous (no cameras and 
no names). Instead of asking direct questions, the interviews encouraged 
students to reflect on their overall impressions, the most influential aspects 
of each classroom, and how specific instructional methods, tools, and 
opportunities shaped their learning journeys. Respondents also discussed 
their sense of engagement, opportunities for interaction and participation, 
and whether the classroom environment accommodated their individual 
learning preferences and pace. In addition, participants were invited to 
share any challenges or limitations they faced, and to compare the two 
instructional modes, expressing their preferences for future courses.

Qualitative data were analysed thematically following Braun and 
Clarke’s (2006) six-phase model. Two independent coders reviewed all 
transcripts, achieving inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s κ = 0.86). Themes 
were derived inductively from participant discourse, with discrepancies 
resolved through discussion. This coding protocol ensured transparency and 
strengthened interpretive validity. Our thematic analysis of these interview 
responses revealed several recurring themes that underpinned the more 
positive sentiment observed in the AI-assisted classroom. Foremost among 
these was the perception of personalised learning: students frequently 
cited the ability of AI-powered platforms to tailor content and activities 
according to their individual needs and proficiency levels, which led to 
greater engagement and a more positive learning experience overall. Many 
also noted the interactive nature of the AI-assisted classroom, highlighting 
gamified exercises, simulations, and other dynamic elements that made 
lessons more enjoyable and motivating. Another recurring theme was the 
benefit of immediate feedback. Students appreciated the real-time insights 
provided by AI systems, which helped them identify strengths and areas 
for improvement, thereby boosting confidence and sustaining motivation. 
The availability of enhanced language support, such as instant translation 
and pronunciation assistance, was also seen as instrumental in reducing 
language barriers and increasing comfort with participation. Furthermore, 
adaptive challenges, the ability of AI algorithms to adjust the difficulty 
level of tasks based on individual progress, helped maintain engagement 
and prevented both frustration and boredom. Continuous tracking and 
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analysis of progress was also valued, as it enabled more targeted support 
and a clearer sense of achievement. These advantages of AI-assisted 
instruction translated into several positive outcomes. Students reported 
improvements in language proficiency, attributing this to increased 
motivation, engagement, and more focused practice. Many described 
a reduction in language learning anxiety and a greater willingness to 
communicate in the target language. Importantly, the positive emotional 
climate fostered by AI-supported instruction appeared to spark a long-term 
interest in language learning, with students expressing greater enthusiasm 
for continued study beyond the classroom. Enhanced engagement and 
enjoyment were also linked to better overall academic performance.

To illustrate these tendencies, we will show several representative 
student excerpts. One participant commented, “In the AI semester I felt 
more involving [sic] because I could see immediately if my writing was good 
or not. In the traditional class I have [sic] to wait for feedback.” Another 
remarked, “I still prefer the teacher explaining grammar on the board, because 
sometimes the AI feedback was too mechanical.” Such reflections reveal both 
the appeal of instant, adaptive feedback, and the continued value of direct 
human interaction. Nonetheless, it is important to recognise that while AI-
assisted learning presents clear benefits, it may not suit all learners equally. 
Some students expressed a continued preference for traditional classroom 
environments, underscoring the importance of thoughtful implementation, 
ongoing educator training, and continual evaluation to ensure that AI 
integration effectively meets diverse student needs and delivers meaningful 
educational outcomes. These findings, though encouraging, should be 
interpreted within the limits of self-reported data, non-random sampling, and 
the absence of experimental control. Future research using mixed-method 
repeated-measures designs could more precisely quantify the emotional and 
linguistic effects of AI integration.

9. Conclusions9. Conclusions

This study set out to explore the emotional experiences of ESP students 
in traditional and AI-assisted classroom settings using sentiment analysis 
and opinion mining. By analysing a dataset of student essays and 
conducting in-depth post-intervention questionnaires and interviews, we 
uncovered evidence suggesting that the integration of AI technologies 
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into language education may enhance certain affective dimensions of the 
classroom experience. The results point to a general shift towards more 
positive sentiment in the AI-assisted (Target) condition compared to the 
traditional (Control) condition; however, these findings should be viewed 
as preliminary and correlational rather than conclusive.

Quantitative analysis revealed that students exposed to AI-supported 
instruction reported higher sentiment scores, greater engagement, and 
increased satisfaction with their learning experience. Nevertheless, 
sentiment values and self-reported perceptions represent indirect indicators 
of emotional states and cannot be interpreted as definitive measures of 
motivation, learning outcomes, or cognitive achievement. The statistical 
differences observed should therefore be understood as reflective of relative 
emotional tone rather than empirical proof of improved learning efficacy. 
The qualitative data complement these findings by providing contextual 
insight into students’ perceptions of AI-supported learning. Participants 
described AI tools as facilitating more individualised feedback and flexible 
pacing, which they associated with higher comfort and engagement. Yet, 
such interpretations are subjective and may also be influenced by novelty 
effects, technological enthusiasm, or increased familiarity with university 
study by the second semester.

This research was exploratory in nature and conducted within a 
repeated-measures design, meaning that the same students experienced 
both instructional formats. While this design offers valuable within-subject 
comparability, it also introduces potential carryover effects from one 
semester to the next. The small sample size (n = 41), single-institution 
focus, and limited duration further restrict generalisability. Additionally, 
sentiment analysis, though validated for text-based affect detection, 
remains a probabilistic method sensitive to lexical variability, context, and 
cultural expression of emotion. Hence, while the hybrid analytic approach 
strengthens reliability, results should be interpreted cautiously.

Future studies should adopt more robust experimental or longitudinal 
designs, incorporating larger and more diverse participant samples 
across multiple institutions and disciplines. Mixed-method triangulation 
combining sentiment analysis with behavioural engagement metrics, 
performance data, and physiological indicators could also improve validity. 
Moreover, future work should include richer documentation of AI-assisted 
instructional procedures to allow for greater replicability and external 
evaluation. Despite these limitations, the current study contributes 
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valuable preliminary insights into how AI-supported tools may influence 
the emotional climate of ESP learning environments. Its findings highlight 
the importance of understanding learner affect as part of responsible AI 
integration, offering a foundation for more rigorous inquiry rather than 
definitive conclusions.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

The term critical thinking (CT) designates the ability to skilfully draw 
inferences, make comparisons, determine causes and effects, recognize 
the impact that one’s frame-of-reference has on judgment, evaluate the 
reliability of sources, spot over-generalizations, distinguish between facts 
and opinions (Hayes 1990). In today’s institutions of higher learning, one 
of the main challenges for instructors has been to make students think for 
themselves and not to rely on the available interpretation of any given 
event, and to encourage them to analyze the information by questioning 
its source, method and aims. It takes special skills to encourage students to 
make their own judgments, to provide them with confidence in their own 
opinion, and to inspire them to equip themselves with skills and knowledge 
for expressing their thoughts without apprehension.

Educators have been aware of the importance of critical thinking 
since Ancient Greece, but this ability acquired special significance during 
the Age of Reason. In the twentieth century, scholars, teachers and 
academics realized that a considerable majority of university students did 
not think critically. This issue has become particularly acute in the 21st 
century because of globalization, the development and wide use of social 
media, and the increased political and media manipulation, or at least 
the public’s rising awareness of it. The need to evaluate the validity of 
available information accurately so that one can be better prepared for the 
changes in the labor market and the demands of the global workplace has, 
therefore, become essential.

Critical thinking can be taught and learned in a wide variety of ways. 
It can be employed implicitly and explicitly, with, as many scholars argue, 
the latter being more effective than the former (Halpern 2003; Abrami et 
al. 2015; Poštić et al. 2023). One of the most fruitful ways to teach critical 
thinking is through readings and discussions of literary texts. As Donald 
Lazere (1987: 3) put it, literature is “the single academic discipline that 
can come closest to encompassing the full range of mental traits currently 
considered to comprise critical thinking.” Reading and understanding a 
literary text help students differentiate facts from opinions, comprehend 
literal as opposed to implied meanings, locate details related to the plot, 
find out the causes and connections between events and action, infer 
relationships from the observed details, perceive multiple points of view, 
make moral reasoning and judgment, and apply what they have learned in 
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this process to real situations (Tung & Chang 2009). All these abilities are 
comparable to the most important CT skills defined by the scholars who 
have thoroughly scrutinized and defined the topic.

After a concise but substantive literature review that defines critical 
thinking and presents the use of literature for developing CT skills, this 
paper presents the answers to a questionnaire given to 21 students at 
Vilnius University. After establishing students’ opinions about the use 
of critical thinking in the literature classroom, it introduces some of 
the most effective techniques for teaching and learning critical thinking 
through literature. This task is accomplished mainly through summarizing 
observations of various educators, including the author’s personal teaching 
experience. It appraises the effectiveness of using literary texts for class 
discussions by comparing the aims and results to some of the well-known 
and established skills and dispositions.

2. Literature Review2. Literature Review

Although acknowledged since Antiquity, the subject of critical thinking 
has become especially popular in the past 100 years, with many scholars 
offering various definitions for it. John Dewey (1933: 9), the famous 
American philosopher and educator, described critical thinking as “an active, 
persistent, careful consideration of a belief or supposed form of knowledge 
in light of the grounds that support it and the further conclusion to which 
it tends.” According to the American psychologist Edward Glaser (1941: 
6, 25), the idea encompasses “an attitude of being disposed to consider in 
a thoughtful way the problems and subjects that come within the range 
of one’s experience”, “knowledge of the methods of logical inquiry and 
reasoning,” and “some skill in applying those methods.”

In 1990, a panel of 46 experts from different disciplines of the 
humanities, sciences, social sciences and pedagogy participated in a 
two-and-a-half-year-long research project organized by the American 
Philosophical Association, with the results of the investigation presented 
as the Delphi Report on Critical Thinking. These scholars came up with 
six “Core Critical Skills”: Interpretation, Analysis, Inference, Evaluation, 
Explanation and Self-Regulation (Facione 2011). The panel also listed a 
set of dispositions to critical thinking. Later, this list was reduced to a more 
concise set of dispositions: attentiveness, habit of inquiry, self-confidence, 
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courage, open-mindedness, willingness to suspend judgment, trust in 
reason, and seeking the truth (Hitchcock 2018). These CT skills and 
dispositions will be used in this paper to compare them with the effect of 
using literary texts for CT development.

In one of the more recent influential definitions of critical thinking, 
Paul and Elder (2008: 42) describe critical thinking as “self-directed, self-
disciplined, self-monitored, and self-corrective thinking. It presupposes 
assent to rigorous standards of excellence and mindful command of their 
use. It entails effective communication and problem-solving abilities and 
a commitment to overcome our native egocentrism and sociocentrism.” 
These two scholars emphasize the requirement of overcoming personal and 
collective prejudices and biases as one of the most important imperatives 
for developing CT skills.

In an insightful experimental study of the impact of instruction on 
the development and enhancement of CT skills, dispositions and student 
achievement, Abrami et al. (2015: 311) found that the opportunity for 
dialogue and mentoring, as well as the exposure of students to authentic 
or situated problems and examples increased CT skills, and that these 
techniques were most effective when combined. The study also revealed 
that a separate instruction in critical thinking in which students are 
encouraged to think critically increased its impact, effectively proving that 
teaching critical thinking is more effective when explicit.

Literary texts written in the English language can be used for 
developing CT skills and dispositions in literature classes for both native 
and non-native speakers. The difference between the two settings is 
rapidly decreasing because of increasing English-language proficiency in 
most developed as well as developing countries. In many places, especially 
in the West, the level of understanding and fluency in English among many 
university students is not only high, but, due to the increased exposure 
to English-language content on TV and the internet in their childhood, it 
is close to native (Poštić 2015). Besides, as much research demonstrates, 
students’ CT skills and dispositions are not directly related to English-
language proficiency (cf. Tung & Chang 2009; McGuire 2010). 

T. T. M. Van (2009) enumerates some of the benefits of reading and 
discussing a literary text in the process of developing CT skills. First of 
all, it provides a meaningful context. It also supplies a rich resource of 
vocabulary, diverse writing styles and dialogues. Further, it appeals to 
learners’ imagination and it develops their creativity, which is a very 
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important feature in the development of critical thinking. Literature 
enhances learners’ cultural awareness as well. Every poem, story or essay 
has a socio-cultural background and a historical context, which is always 
explained by the instructor in preparation for the discussion. 

One could even argue that literature reading is congenial to the 
essential traits of critical thinking as identified by some theorists: 
explanation, analysis, synthesis, argumentation, interpretation, evaluation, 
problem-solving, inference, logical reasoning and application (Halpern 
1998; Tung & Chang 2009; Facione 2011). Most significantly, the mental 
process of reading a literary text requires CT skills. Critical reading is a 
complex process that requires readers to recall, retrieve and reflect on 
their experiences and memories to construct meanings of the text. Also, a 
literary piece usually represents a mirror of life. By investigating the plot, 
thematic development and the interaction of the main protagonists with 
other characters and with their surroundings in a prose work, for example, 
readers are exposed to multiple points of view. Thus, they are compelled 
to unveil their preconceived notions, to analyze and frequently reconsider 
their ideas, actions, beliefs, convictions and occasionally even to alter their 
worldview. 

Research conducted by Tung and Chang (2009) in an advanced 
literature class in Taiwan shows the impact of literature reading on CT 
skills. Students enrolled in the course took a California Critical Thinking 
Skills Test (CCTST) at the beginning and at the end of the course. For each 
given reading assignment, they were first required to answer questions in 
their learning log, and then take a five-minute quiz to ensure they have 
read the text and understood the basic content. In order to initiate class 
discussion, a series of questions about the general impressions were given, 
and then Socratic questioning suggested by Paul and Elder (2007) was 
administered to heighten the depth and breadth of their answers or to 
draw opposing points of view.1 During the discussion, the researchers 
explain, it is essential for the teacher to ensure a relaxed atmosphere 
without any time constraints. A month later, using brainstorming and 
mind-mapping to finalize the topic, locate relevant details to support the 
argument and cross-examine its rationale, students had to prepare a group 

1	 Some of the questions are as follows: “What does it mean when X said ____ in the story/
play?” “How did you come up with this idea/observation?” “Could you elaborate on it 
with more details?” “Do you agree with X’s choices or decisions in the story/play?” and 
“What points of view are relevant to this issue?”
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presentation. Finally, they were required to write three reports on a piece 
of fiction, poetry and drama, respectively. As expected, the results showed 
a significant improvement in CT skills. In a questionnaire they completed 
at the end of the course, students acknowledged the importance and 
necessity of applying critical thinking in different learning domains. Most 
of them marked “guided in-class discussions” as the activity that helped 
them the most in enhancing their CT abilities.

Finally, critical thinking in literature also develops a keen awareness 
of the use of language, not merely from the aesthetic point of view, but also 
from the increasingly important political point of view. Through critical 
reading, students realize that language is not a neutral phenomenon 
that simply describes an already existing reality, but that words produce 
meanings and thus create and generate their own reality. By discovering 
word patterns and their underlying purpose, they discover language as a 
dynamic and viable force (Jaffar 2010).

3. Methodology3. Methodology

At the beginning of the empirical part, the answers to a questionnaire 
conducted at Vilnius University will be presented. Twenty-one students 
took part in the survey, and the answers they provided offer valuable 
insight into the development of CT skills and dispositions in this institution 
of higher learning, as well as a good reference point for further discussion. 
Even though the small number of students presents a clear limitation 
of this study, it is still indicative of the general tendencies and students’ 
overall thoughts on the subject.

The discussion of the development of CT skills in literature classes 
starts with the presentation of students’ guided responses to the literary 
text. Jaffar (2010: 17) reminds us that “it must not be assumed that 
students know intuitively what to look for; they need to be directed.” 
Under the instructor’s direction, students are helped to converse with 
the text in a meaningful way. Several different techniques can be used to 
guide them to think about various aspects of the text, and then to express 
their own, authentic opinions. In this section, students’ responses to all the 
recommended aspects of a literary text are supplemented with personal 
observations. Those observations derive from various readings and 
subjective opinion based on experience of what works in the classroom 



Svetozar Poštić: Development of Critical Thinking in Literature Classes

173

and what does not. Further, the Dialogue Teaching Model, as presented by 
W. H. Hayes (1990), and elaborated by several other scholars, is described 
and each feature of the method is briefly discussed. 

Observations and suggestions will then be illustrated by examples 
from different literary texts and explications about how a certain topic 
or issue could be approached and managed in a classroom. This method 
represents a tested and effective way to enhance students’ CT skills and 
dispositions. Its success depends greatly on the attitude of the teacher 
towards teaching and his/her patience and consistency, but it also hinges 
on following the recommended steps to an even greater extent. All the 
results of the usage of this model are compared to the findings presented 
in the theoretical part, and in particular to the CT skills listed and defined 
by P. A. Facione (2011).

4. The Survey4. The Survey

The survey was conducted at the Vilnius University Faculty of Philology. 
It was distributed at the end of the autumn semester 2024 in two classes: 
British Fantasy Literature for Children and Young Adults and 20th-century 
Drama. Twenty-one students filled out the questionnaire, 11 in the former 
and 10 in the latter. The respondents were mostly third-year English 
Philology students, with a few exceptions, including two exchange students 
from other countries. The questionnaire contained a brief definition of CT 
skills and CT dispositions, and it consisted of four questions: 

1.	 Do you think critical thinking skills and dispositions can be 
developed in literature classes? 

2.	 In your opinion, what method contributes most to the development 
of critical thinking skills in literature classes?

3.	 Do you think instructors use those methods at Vilnius University? 
4.	 Do you think you have developed critical thinking skills during 

your university studies?

All the students answered the first question affirmatively, most of them 
with a simple “yes,” and occasional comments. One student added: “But 
it depends mostly on the predisposition of the students, given that the 
lecturer is motivated and engaging. A student who is not interested in 
literature will gain nothing, while an interested one may easily progress.” 
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Another student proceeded to explain: “Analyzing various literature is 
equal to that of various worldviews. To read is to delve into the thoughts 
of the author.” A third student wrote further: “It depends on the literature 
that is being analyzed. Some authors are more thought-provoking and 
therefore many topics can be found and interpreted from their writings.” 
Finally, a fourth student continued: “To some degree, and mostly in people 
who are naturally inclined to be open for new experiences.”

In answering the second question, the students offered a wide variety 
of methods that contribute to the development of critical thinking skills. A 
large number of students identified “asking questions” and “discussions” 
as the most effective ways. Encouraging interpretation and analysis 
was frequently mentioned as well. One student mentioned comparing 
interpretations of students related to a specific literature piece as one of the 
most effective ways to develop CT skills. Analyzing different points of view 
was cited twice. Another student singled out “open-ended and thought-
provoking questions to encourage students to think critically about the 
text.” Close reading was mentioned twice, although one student argued it 
is not a good technique for developing CT skills, asserting that “expecting 
proper evidence for students’ assertions helps.”

Out of the 21 answers to the third question, 10 students gave a short 
and unconditional “yes.” A further seven also answered positively, but their 
responses were slightly longer and they varied. Most of these respondents 
wrote that most professors at Vilnius University use CT methods in teaching 
literature classes. One student wrote: “Many of them do, but some are not 
even trying.” Only one student gave a negative answer, arguing that close 
readings are the most common technique, and no one benefits from them. 

No one answered the fourth question negatively, but there were some 
variations in how it was answered, and certain comments are interesting 
and telling. One student wrote: “I have developed myself a lot. I can criticize 
and analyze literary pieces or daily life events very well.” Another students 
similarly thinks that “we always read, analyze and interpret” in literature 
classes, and “that really helps.” “In a way, yes,” another students wrote, 
“although I already came with some life experience (I came a lot later than 
the rest). But with the help of so many instructors, I have developed my 
critical thinking skills even further.” A third student added: “studying at 
the university and participating in class discussions pushed me out of my 
comfort zone and it in a way made me develop critical thinking skills.” One 
respondent cited a slightly different take on what CT skills mean: “I think 
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critical thinking is more related to the amount of variety of knowledge 
and ability to converge it together. University is one source of knowledge 
and it can help improving CT skills. But sometimes it doesn’t help.” Only 
one exchange student from Japan gave a negative response to the fourth 
question. Considering that the teaching method in the countries of the Far 
East is more instructor-based (Liu 2024: 815), this is not surprising. “In 
my home university, we don’t have debates and discussion during class, 
and I think almost all Japanese students have not developed those skills,” 
she wrote.

The answers were not surprising. A large majority of students think 
that CT skills and dispositions can be developed in literature classes, 
and that instructors use methods that can cultivate those abilities. It 
was interesting to find out which methods are most effective according 
to young learners. As expected, dialogue and discussion are high on the 
list. Comparing answers is also mentioned, and this important and highly 
useful technique will be mentioned in the further discussion. It was also 
very encouraging to find out that most students think they have developed 
CT skills and dispositions during their studies. After two-and-a-half years 
of studying at the same institution of higher learning, respondents have 
a feel for what improves their capabilities and what does not, and how 
satisfied they are with the learning process. 

5. Discussion5. Discussion

Even though it might seem that starting a class discussion about a literary 
work by determining some basic characteristics of the assigned reading is 
too simplistic, the instructor must not assume that students would come 
up with thoughtful answers to his/her questions, or even answer them. It 
is a well-known fact that with the advancement of the internet and social 
media, reading books has rapidly declined among young people, and every 
university lecturer has inevitably noticed an overall decline in students’ 
knowledge of literature. Therefore, a good place to start a conversation 
would be by establishing the genre to which the literary text belongs. The 
tone of the text (harsh and angry, sarcastic, melodramatic, subtle and ironic 
or matter of fact) and its style (argumentative, descriptive, analytical, direct 
or metaphorical) can also be determined before the instructor initiates a 
discussion about more complex issues (Jaffar 2010: 17).
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It is also essential for the students to understand the purpose of the 
literary piece they are analyzing. Is the author presenting a slice of life, 
or is he/she trying to influence the reader’s point of view? The difference 
between social engagement and art for art’s sake in creative work should 
be made at this point. Is the writer presenting a moral, social, political or 
religious view, or is their intention only to offer his readers an aesthetic 
experience? During this initial stage of discussion, it is important to engage 
even the students who do not seem too interested in active participation, and 
then to try to respond to their answers in an affirmative and encouraging 
way, so they would not be afraid to speak again.

In order to enhance students’ CT abilities, it is best to discuss the 
text using several activities that can challenge their intellect and reasoning 
abilities, and to draw them into discussion by practicing some of the most 
important CT skills: interpretation, inference, analysis and argumentation. 
Analysis teaches students what to look for, and inference teaches them 
how to think about the characters and events in the text, as well as how 
to relate those characters and events in a logical and coherent way (Jaffar 
2010: 18). Both are mentioned by several students in the questionnaire.

When asking the first simple question whether students liked the text 
or not, it is important to involve every individual in the classroom, so they 
wouldn’t later feel any constraint in freely expressing their opinion. The 
instructor should be open-minded and try to find merits in every answer, or, 
if he/she finds the opinion not well grounded, to patiently and respectfully 
explain the deficiencies in the student’s opinion. In that way, the student 
would be stimulated to reflect more deeply on the issue and to continue 
actively participating in the discussion.

During the next step, in which they practice argumentation, students 
are usually asked about the main theme of the literary piece. Every answer 
should be supported by evidence from the text, so students should be made 
aware that every statement must be supported by logical argumentation 
or a concrete illustration. If the text is written with an obvious intention, 
students should be given the cultural, historical or political context by 
the instructor in the form of a brief introduction, and then asked what 
conviction or belief is suggested or propagated in the text. This part of 
the discussion is important for the literary pieces that have some kind of 
ideology embedded in them. By pondering the author’s intention and the 
technique of influencing someone’s opinion about the topic, students are 
trained to look for such devices not only in literature, but in every text they 
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read in the future. All these techniques are in line with the emphasis in 
the conducted student survey on the importance of asking questions and 
debating concepts derived from the text, but let us look at one concrete 
suggestion for implementing these methods.

Shaheera Jaffar (2010) provides an example of a discussion about 
Nadine Gordimer’s short story “Once Upon a Time.” The story was selected 
because of its clear and fervent socio-historical context related to the anti-
apartheid movement in South Africa during the 1990s. Since most of 
today’s students are not familiar with the revolutionary events that took 
place at the end of the last century in this part of the world, a sufficient 
amount of time should be dedicated to the presentation of the cultural 
context. It should also be pointed out that the fairy tale mode of the story 
gives it an ironic hue. The contrast between the subject matter and the 
style of writing in this particular story emphasizes the tragedy inherent in 
the situation. As Jaffar (2010: 20) explains, “the ambiguity of manner and 
content portrays the confusion and chaos prevalent in the South African 
political situation.” Some students might already be familiar with the 
use of irony in literature, but nonetheless, this powerful device and the 
inevitable tool of almost all modern fiction must be defined and described 
with several illustrative examples.

For example, during a further discussion of the story, students could 
be asked to look for devices the writer uses to create an atmosphere of fear. 
This would be an exercise in inference, because it is not openly stated in 
the text. Two more related features closely connected to the development 
of critical thinking are discourse analysis and the analysis of the ideology 
integral to the text. Students’ attention should be drawn to the fact that 
the author’s choice of vocabulary, style and content is a political act, in this 
case an expression of her opposition to racial discrimination and violence. 
Since Gordimer does not openly state who the bad guys and who the good 
guys are, the author’s ethical stance has to be inferred. All these practices 
contribute to the stimulation and cultivation of CT skills and dispositions.

There are several techniques that also give detailed instructions on 
how to elaborate on various topics raised by the given text. An excellent 
tool for developing CT skills in a literature class is the Dialogue Teaching 
Model, thoroughly presented by William H. Hayes (1990). It consists of 
five basic steps implemented in the literature classroom: 1. getting students 
to respond to the assigned reading in a significant open-ended way, 2. 
comparing their reasoning to that of others, 3. reflecting on their reasoning 
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after considering what others have said, 4. revising or maintaining their 
responses in the light of other viewpoints, and 5. demonstrating their 
understanding of a literary piece through written or oral assignments. In the 
next few paragraphs, some of the most significant aspects of this teaching 
approach will be described in a little more detail, and supplemented by 
other suggestions and personal observations.

Dialogue activities should begin with an open-ended question or 
assignment. Literature, like most disciplines in the humanities, does not 
presume a single correct answer about characters, plot or themes. The 
instructor should, therefore, both explicitly and implicitly explain to 
students that their opinion can be as valuable as any other opinion if 
given proper consideration. As opposed to the didactic style that presents 
only information, and the fact-based questioning based solely on asking 
questions about the material that students have adopted, the dialogue 
style involves thinking-based questioning in which students are compelled 
to decide on an authentic answer based on their reasoning. It is the only 
of the three given methods that stimulates critical thinking. Just as in the 
real world, in the Dialogue Teaching Model students are supposed to make 
decisions that involve contradictory points of view through rational forms 
of discussion. As Richard Paul points out, dialectical knowledge based 
on dialogue enhances learning by confronting students with issues for 
which different points of view can be developed, and seeking reasonable 
judgments based on CT principles (Paul 1984: 13).

During class discussion, it is important for the instructor to label the 
mental processes employed and thus help students better understand new 
concepts. By repeating terms like “inference,” “evidence” and “supporting 
opinion,” students adopt the CT vocabulary and become aware of their 
own thinking process, the activity Costa and Marzano (1987) have 
labelled “metacognition.” Apart from paraphrasing students’ statements, 
the instructor should also ask students to clarify their opinions and 
paraphrase what others have said. Clarifying one’s own thoughts helps 
students identify faults, make corrections and reconsider their judgment. 
Paraphrasing other students’ statements makes students better listeners, 
more focused thinkers and better critics of their own thoughts. Comparing 
answers, along with guided in-class discussion, is precisely what students 
in the Vilnius University survey indicated as the most important method in 
developing critical thinking.
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Most importantly, dialogue activities are designed to allow students 
to make a rational change in their position. If students realize they have 
made a mistake in their evaluation, they are encouraged to recognize 
their misjudgment and to make changes. Exchanging opinions in a 
classroom requires students to reflect on their own performance. It is also 
recommended to keep a journal in which the participants in the discussion 
document their own thinking process. This activity allows them to compare 
changes in perceptions by “revisiting” the decisions they have made. So, 
students must listen, speak, assess and reassess their points of view during 
these dialogue exercises. Cognitive researchers believe that such active 
“elaborative rehearsal” is the most effective approach to learning (Hayes 
1990: 18–20). 

Instructors’ guidance in the learning process is essential in the 
Dialogue Teaching Model. The instructor requires students to support their 
opinions and conclusions with reasons and evidence. Students are told to 
suspend their judgment before making decisions, and to listen to the ideas 
of others to broaden their perspective. They are encouraged to consider 
the whole reading, rather than its isolated parts, which is a common 
mistake students make because they tend to choose to respond only to 
a single detail or a scene from the literary piece to which they can most 
easily relate. They are also asked to trust their own judgments and not 
to rely solely on the instructor. And perhaps most significantly, students 
are urged to change their minds if they discover new information that 
makes their original conclusions unsupported and unsubstantiated. Thus, 
all the CT skills described by Facione (2011) are employed, and students 
can improve their reasoning abilities through critical reading, discussion, 
and meaningful interaction with other opinions. 

In the working model of a discussion following the reading of Guy 
de Maupassant’s short story “The Necklace” described by Hayes (1990), 
Hayes suggests eight steps for its application. In the “synopsis phase,” 
students review the story in writing in order to refresh their memory about 
the details of the story. In the “response phase,” they write an interior 
monologue of one of the characters, in this case Madame Loisel, trying to 
predict her reaction to the discovery that she had worked for ten years only 
to replace a cheap paste necklace. In the next, “reasoning phase,” students 
explain their reasoning behind their predictions. Next, in the “focusing 
phase,” they summarize Madame Loisel’s reaction in a single sentence or 
phrase so that the predictions can be recorded on the blackboard. In the 
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“recording phase,” all the predictions are written down so everyone can 
see them and quickly refer to individual opinions. In the “dialogue phase,” 
the merits of each prediction are discussed. By promoting dialogue during 
this phase, the instructor makes students think logically, preventing them 
from becoming “entrenched” in a “narrow-minded struggle” (Hayes 1990: 
40). In the following, “reflection phase,” students describe any change in 
thinking that might have occurred as a result of the discussion in a journal 
entry. They are required to clearly explain why they now reason differently. 
Finally, in the last, “evaluation phase,” the instructor gives a summary of 
the discussion. The whole process is capped by giving students a writing 
assignment: a summary statement that defines and explains the major CT 
terms like evidence, assumption, relevance and qualifying words. 

Therefore, the Dialogue Teaching Model allows students to be actively 
involved in their own learning process as they attempt to individually 
understand and apply the information to which they are exposed during 
classroom interaction. During class activities, it is essential to create a 
learning environment that ignites classroom discussions by promoting 
learners’ enthusiasm for learning, and relating the analyzed text to their 
real-life context. This model teaches students “how to learn and how to 
think clearly” (Halpern 2003: 356) and how to “make purposeful judgments 
about what to believe or what to do” (Facione 2011: 3), so they can be 
better prepared to compete and exercise their rights and responsibilities as 
citizens of the global community.

6. Conclusion6. Conclusion

There are several important things to remember when using literary 
texts in the classroom for the purpose of developing CT skills. First, it is 
important to create a relaxed atmosphere, where students do not fear any 
tension or pressure, and an environment conducive to learning, so that 
they will participate enthusiastically in the discussion. More timid and less 
outspoken students should be encouraged by asking them simple questions 
and responding to their answers in an affirmative way. Students should also 
be clearly informed that the purpose of the discussion is the development 
of their CT skills and dispositions, because explicit reference to them and 
the usage of CT the vocabulary has proven to be an effective tool in the 
learning process. Participants in the discussion should also be encouraged 
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to express their own opinion, and assured that there is no single correct 
answer, and that every judgment is equally valuable if carefully considered 
and based on sound reasoning.

A survey conducted among students at the Vilnius University Faculty 
of Philology demonstrates that they are fully aware of the imperative of 
stimulating and cultivating their critical thinking skills and dispositions. 
Their answers also point to the effectiveness of certain teaching models and 
the wisdom of choosing those best suited to their goals and gratification 
in the classroom, as well as to the overall development of their abilities to 
think critically and make sound judgments.

The most important elements of the Dialogue Teaching Model, one 
of the most efficient techniques for developing CT skills and dispositions 
in a literature classroom, are recording and displaying all students’ 
opinions, submitting them to an open discussion carefully guided by the 
instructor, and allowing students to change their opinion based on others’ 
thoughts following meaningful discussion. Asking students to reword 
and clarify their thoughts, to paraphrase their statements, and rephrase 
their colleagues’ opinions are all important steps in the process. Teaching 
them to listen to different points of view and having no qualms about 
adapting one’s own evaluation of an event or a character in a literary work 
accordingly is an effective method of enhancing students’ CT skills and 
dispositions. This approach makes them less afraid to admit deficiencies 
in their thinking process, become more open-minded, and rely on the 
productivity of teamwork, an ability essential for the requirements and 
responsibilities of the contemporary labor market. Classes designed 
according to this model help students better comprehend, evaluate, and 
discern the massive amount of information they receive on a daily basis, 
and hone their abilities to successfully contribute to the development of 
their communities.
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1. Introduction 1. Introduction 

Literature as a form of art has faced major challenges and undergone 
considerable changes in the previous decades due to an unprecedented 
rise of digital technologies. The impact of these challenges and changes 
can perhaps be summarised as a series of radical breaks with linearity. The 
first break with linearity induced by digital technologies was the hypertext, 
described already in the 1960s as “the writing done in the nonlinear or 
nonsequential space made possible by the computer” (Coover 1992: 26). 
The most recent break caused by developments in digital technologies 
is the appearance of AI-generated literature.1 It is not about nonlinear 
space but instead indicates a disruption in temporal linearity. Whereas 
written and printed books affected “our perception of time and history as 
progressing constantly forward toward a future that is infinitely far away,” 
AI-generated literature “cannot possibly be inserted into the same linear 
flow of ideas as leading to new ones in a presumed future.” (Danesi 2024: 
24) It seems, therefore, that the constantly evolving interrelationship 
between literature and digital technologies breeds new forms and genres 
of literary arts, which are ever farther removed from the classic notion of 
literature. Critical approaches to and analytical overviews of these forms 
are often rooted in poststructuralist theoretical frameworks and post-
classical narratology concepts such as transmediality or transdisciplinarity. 
This additionally blurs the boundaries between different forms of new art, 
or rather creates a break with generic linearity, as it becomes somewhat 
difficult to distinguish among works of literature, video games, archives, 
art installations, video performances, etc. – which in itself is certainly not 
a negative feature of modern art.2

However, despite the fact that digital technologies have brought 
forth an entirely different concept of literature and gave birth to art and 
narrative forms which are not easily defined or classified, the words 
literature or writing remain the determinant of a certain corpus of works 
produced in new media or through artificial intelligence. In other words, 

1	 One of the most notable examples is Ross Goodwin’s 2017 1 the Road. 
2	 For instance, O’Sullivan uses the terms ‘electronic literature’ and ‘literary games’ as 

synonyms (O’Sullivan 2019), and a similar approach is taken by Tavčar and Mitrović, 
who refer to video games as “contemporary narrative forms,” pointing out transmediality 
as their important praxis and “transdisciplinarity as valuable methodological approach 
for studying new narrative strategies.” (Tavčar & Mitrović 2022: 104)
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disregarding presently the complex questions of generic determinations 
and terminology, electronic literature seems to insist on being styled as 
literature. The Electronic Literature Organisation was founded in 1999 
and has since published four comprehensive volumes, i.e., collections 
of electronic literary works.3 The Organisation’s definition of electronic 
literature includes “both work performed in digital media and work 
created on a computer but published in print,” and states that a work 
of electronic literature contains “an important literary aspect that takes 
advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided by the stand-alone or 
networked computer” (Hayles 2008: 3). Since 2023, in partnership with 
the British Library and Bournemouth University, the Electronic Literature 
Organisation has been organising the annual “unconference” on 
electronic literature. In 2010, Bournemouth University initiated the New 
Media Writing Prize (NMWP) competition, which selects the best works 
in several categories each year while all shortlisted works are archived by 
the British Library. Using as a starting point this practice of anthologising, 
institutionalising, and archiving works of electronic literature, this paper 
sets out to examine the distinctive “important literary aspect” in selected 
works of electronic literature. To this effect, our research relies not on the 
poststructuralist, but on the initially formalist and structuralist concept 
of literariness, which has over time been developed and reconsidered 
in accordance with the tendencies of writing in new or across different 
media. Given the scope of the present paper, the four latest winners of the 
Main Prize in the NMWP competition are analysed – Florence Walker’s 
2023 I Dreamt of Something Lost, Everest Pipkin’s 2022 Anonymous 
Animal, the 2021 Neurocracy project led by Joannes Truyens, and Dan 
Hett’s 2020 c ya laterrrr – with the aim of determining the elements and 
degree of literariness in these works. 

2. Methodology2. Methodology

Initial considerations of literariness and the similar concept of poeticity are 
related to Russian Formalism, particularly to Roman Jakobson and Viktor 
Shklovsky as its representatives, as well as to the work of early structuralist 
Jan Mukařovský. Broadly defined, literariness is the quality of a work which 

3	 All volumes are available at https://collection.eliterature.org/. 
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makes it a work of literature. The assumption underlying this definition is 
that the work in question is composed with words, and literariness relies 
directly on the poetic function of language, defined by Roman Jakobson 
(1960: 350–377). While structuralist and formalist methods have not been 
applied frequently in the research of new media writing, a recent study titled 
The Literariness of Media Art (2019) stands as an exception. Not dealing 
particularly with new media writing but various forms of contemporary art 
produced in different media, its authors define literariness as “the dynamic 
between the automatization and deautomatization of language” which 
is “not limited to language and literature” (Benthien, Lau, and Marxsen 
2019: 18) as the idea of literariness has already been successfully applied 
to film studies. Based on the comprehensive review of the formalist and 
structuralist theories of literariness provided by the authors of this book, 
several specific traits of literariness can be singled out: defamiliarization, 
self-referentiality, and dialogism.

Defamiliarization (estrangement or ostranenie) was introduced into 
literary theory through Viktor Shklovsky’s 1917 essay “Art as Technique,” 
also translated as “Art, as Device.” The concept refers to making the 
familiar seem strange through art, whose chief purpose is to deautomatize 
perception. Starting from the definition of art as thinking in images, 
Shklovsky develops his idea that “estrangement is present almost wherever 
there is an image,” whereby “the goal of an image is not to bring its meaning 
nearer to our understanding but to create a special way of experiencing an 
object.” (Shklovsky 2015: 167) Defamiliarization is not only a crucial trait 
of a work’s literariness, but can also “be considered a theoretical approach 
mediating between the arts.” (Benthien, Lau & Marxsen 2019: 33) In 
other words, any adaptation of a literary form into a different medium, 
especially one enabled by new technologies, bears an undeniable potential 
for deautomatizing perception. Therefore, reading electronic literature 
calls for a twofold approach to defamiliarization, examining on the one 
hand how the concept operates on a verbal level, and on the other hand 
how extralinguistic – audio-visual or multimedia – elements in electronic 
literature contribute to the effect of estrangement. 

Estrangement as a technique for deautomatizing perception was used 
as the basis for the structuralist notion of ‘foregrounding’, introduced in 
1932 by Jan Mukařovský. Foregrounding refers to the attention which 
verbal devices consciously draw to themselves in literary language – for 
instance, by repetition or conspicuous omission – thus making literary 
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language distinct from the language used in everyday communication. 
Significantly, foregrounding (and estrangement, by association) indicates 
a degree of self-referentiality of literary works, which in turn might expand 
into a variety of narrative or lyrical techniques whose purpose is usually 
to show that a literary work is conscious of its literary (or fictional) status. 
These techniques, as explained by Patricia Waugh in her book Metafiction: 
The Theory and Practice of Self-conscious Fiction, might show the process 
of constructing a literary work, offer a commentary on an existing literary 
work, style, or entire genre, or create new literary and linguistic structures 
based on the old ones. According to Linda Hutcheon, one of the genres 
through which self-conscious narratives are usually shaped is fiction based 
on the structure of the game, and all works of electronic literature could 
arguably fall into this category due to their distinctive qualities of immersion 
and interactivity (Hutcheon 1980: 31–33). Rooted in formalism and 
structuralism, Gérard Genette’s classical narratology discusses the concept 
of ‘metalepsis’, “a shifting or transgressing between the diegetic and the 
non-diegetic world” (Benthien, Lau & Marxsen 2019: 27) which, in the 
same way as metafiction does, blurs the boundary or at least increases the 
ambiguity between the literary and the real, producing at the same time 
an effect of strangeness by insisting on the self-referentiality of an artistic 
work. Self-referentiality is, therefore, “a central feature of literariness” 
as well as “a dominant aesthetic device in media art, emphasizing the 
materiality of language as well as the properties of media technologies” 
(Benthien, Lau & Marxsen 2019: 26). 

Finally, the above-given brief explanation of self-referentiality leads 
towards the notion of the dialogic nature of literary works, which originates 
from the writings of Mikhail Bakhtin, a thinker influenced by Russian 
Formalism. The very idea that estrangement, through making a literary 
work self-conscious, indicates a certain semiotic ambiguity between the 
sign and its meaning, lies at the root of Bakhtin’s concept of ‘internal 
dialogism’ in a (polysemous or polyphonic) word. However, the dialogic 
nature of literary works is not limited to single words. Instead, dialogism 
as an aspect of literariness refers to the coexistence of multiple voices in a 
literary work and the ways in which they are manifested. In Julia Kristeva’s 
words, dialogism is an indication “that the discourse belongs doubly to an 
‘I’ and to the other” (Kristeva 1973: 109). This might refer to narrators and 
characters (the narrator/character dialogism is most prominently expressed 
in the form of free indirect discourse as one of the markers of a text’s 
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literariness4), but also to other forms of interaction, such as intertextuality, 
i.e., the dialogue between authors/narrators and other authors and their 
works. Such an intricate web of interconnected voices opens numerous 
possibilities for exploring the dialogic nature of electronic literature, in 
which literary language additionally enters into dialogue with audio-visual 
elements of the narrative, and the narrative itself inevitably enters into a 
more active and meaningful dialogue with the reader. 

For the purpose of this research, these three elements of literariness 
– defamiliarization, self-referentiality, and dialogism – were analysed in 
the four latest NMWP winning works. Special attention was devoted to 
the medium in which these elements appear, i.e., to whether they are 
predominantly mediated electronically (through digital technologies) or 
literarily (through language and imagery). 

3. Results 3. Results 

The 2023 Main Prize in the NMWP competition was awarded to Florence 
Walker’s I Dreamt of Something Lost.5 The website presents the work as a 
game created using the Phantasos Template code library. Its users/readers 
navigate a functional fake desktop in the role of Jules, who receives a 
message from their ex-girlfriend, who died exactly a year ago. Readers go 
through Jules’s messages and folders and communicate with their friends 
and family to find out what is going on, gaining insight into the problems 
Jules has been going through. 

The 2022 NMWP winner is a somewhat different and more poetical 
work, Everest Pipkin’s Anonymous Animal.6 It is a 15-minute browser 
poem, created using the web technology of iframes, that runs every hour. 
In the 45-minute interval, graphics of real and imagined animals appear 
on the screen, melting into one another. The poem which appears on the 
hour addresses the readers directly, leading them on a journey through 

4	 Free indirect discourse can serve a number of purposes, including polyvocality. Perhaps 
the most important observation regarding free indirect discourse is that “it functions as 
an index of literariness,” meaning that “it serves as a register-marker for the register of 
literature.” (Leskiv 2009: 53)

5	 Available at https://bodypoetic.itch.io/i-dreamt-of-something-lost.
6	 Available at https://anonymous-animal.neocities.org/. 
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different loaded web pages and simultaneously directing their attention to 
the fragility of data in the spaces of the World Wide Web. 

The 2021 NMWP winner, Neurocracy,7 is a project led by Joannes 
Truyens, involving numerous contributors as writers, illustrators, or 
developers. It is a piece of dystopian and cautionary interactive fiction, 
created using Drupal. The narrative is set in 2049 and organised as 
a network of interrelated Omnipedia articles – Omnipedia being the 
imaginary futuristic version of Wikipedia. Omnipedia’s interface resembles 
that of Wikipedia, and it is filled with AI-generated illustrations. Browsing 
the articles, the reader pieces together the events of 2049 – including 
environmental and political issues, natural disasters and health concerns, 
the development of reality shows and data management – to get a clearer 
picture of what this fictional future looks like. 

The 2020 NMWP winner, Dan Hett’s c ya laterrrr,8 is described by the 
author as a hypertext game. It is composed in Twine, and the narrative 
is inspired by the author’s experience of loss and grief after his younger 
brother was killed in the 2017 Manchester Arena bombing. c ya laterrrr 
offers one single ending, but to reach it readers have to choose between 
branching routes and alternatives, which reflect the author’s thoughts and 
preoccupations as he faced his brother’s sudden death. 

Table 1. Types and methods of mediating literariness 
in electronic literature

Electronically 
mediated (method)

Literarily mediated 
(method)

Defamiliarization

Neurocracy (interface)
I Dreamt of Something 
Lost (interface)
Anonymous Animal 
(illustrations)

c ya laterrrr (second-person 
narration)
Anonymous Animal 
(verbal imagery)

Self-referentiality

Anonymous Animal 
(inline frames, 
illustrations)
I Dreamt of Something 
Lost (iteration)

c ya laterrrr (metalepsis)
Neurocracy (iteration)

7	 Available at https://omnipedia.app/wiki/2049/10/01/Main_Page.
8	 Available at https://danhett.itch.io/c-ya-laterrrr.
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Dialogism 

Neurocracy (hyperlinks)
c ya laterrrr 
(hyperlinks)
I Dreamt of Something 
Lost (messaging 
application)

Anonymous Animal 
(intertextuality)
c ya laterrrr (polyphony, 
free indirect discourse)

Table 1 summarily shows how the three described elements of literariness 
are manifested in these four works of electronic literature. It classifies the 
works according to the dominant method or technique through which each 
element of literariness is achieved, indicating – without intending to favour 
either – whether this method is predominantly enabled by technology 
(i.e., electronically mediated) or by language and imagery (i.e., literarily 
mediated). A more detailed descriptive analysis of the results shown in 
Table 1 is given below.

DefamiliarizationDefamiliarization

There is a strong visual aspect of defamiliarization in Anonymous Animal. 
When the poem begins, the illustrated animals are still shifting, and at 
a certain point the speaker asks the reader (in words typed above the 
changing images) to touch the head of the animal with the cursor. This 
involves tracking the animals’ shifting forms and forces the reader to focus 
on the images. As soon as the pictured animal becomes recognizable, it 
instantly changes its form, whereby estrangement immediately takes 
effect. Defamiliarization is, therefore, related to animal imagery, visual 
as much as verbal. Namely, the poem opens with the words “welcome, 
animal,”9 and the speaker goes on to address the reader as an animal 
several times throughout the poem. Readers are thus invited to shift into 
animals themselves, and this estranging effect builds up to the point at 
which, when asked by the speaker to touch the face, we might wonder 
whether we should touch our own face or the one shown in the iframe. 
The speaker additionally indicates the relationship between estrangement 
and animal imagery through the part of the poem (accompanied with a 
video of trains) in which they relate an experience of being on “a train 
moving slow” and seeing a “strange dark mass” through the window, 
which soon turns out to be a pack of dogs. There is a parallel between 
9	 Letters in this and following examples are bolded in the original. 



Tijana Parezanović and Milena Stojanović: Aspects of Literariness in New Media Writing

195

this “strange mass” and numerous anonymous users who might be reading 
the poem with us, of whose presence we remain unaware. The fact that 
we have a lot in common is, perhaps paradoxically, made clear through 
defamiliarization.

Second-person narration, alongside the use of the present tense and 
imperatives (also featured in Anonymous Animal) is far more common 
in different types of electronic than in print literature. While in works of 
interactive fiction it is described as ‘the textual you’ which instructs the 
readers/players in the ways of playing their roles, in hypertext fiction 
(an example of which is c ya laterrrr) it can be “employed in a more 
literary scenario (...) as a means of drawing attention to and harnessing 
the reader’s somewhat unique function in the text.” (Bell & Ensslin 2011: 
313) It can be described as ‘the deictic you’ – a form of address – or a 
combination of the textual and deictic person. Additionally, in classical 
narratology second-person narration is described as disguising the “I” as 
“you” and distancing the narrator from the third persons in the narrative 
(Bal 2017: 21–23), as well as obfuscating the fact that it is the reader “who 
is the narrative’s ‘second person.’” (Bal 2017: 23) It is largely through the 
latter perspective that the second-person narration in c ya laterrrr creates 
estrangement of the narrator. Initially the readers might think that the 
narrator is addressing them, especially because each page of the work 
offers branching routes and invites readers’ reactions and choices. Since 
the work is autobiographical, the readers soon realize that “you” is “I” 
made strange, used perhaps to help the narrator deal with the pain and 
shock of his brother’s death. 

On the other hand, defamiliarization in Neurocracy is largely 
electronically mediated. At first glance, the interface of the project 
looks exactly like Wikipedia, with the dominant blue colour, hyperlinks, 
sidebars, search engine, and photographs. A second look, however, reveals 
that the photographs are exaggeratedly AI-generated and that some 
of the hyperlinks explain unknown phenomena. The main page indeed 
states that Omnipedia is a successor to Wikipedia “as ‘the encyclopedia of 
everything.’” As readers follow link after link, they are informed in familiar 
surroundings and style of equally familiar events and names, but they 
soon realize that G6 is “The Global Secure Information Exchange System” 
instead of the group of six EU countries, or that the Athabasca Glacier has 
disappeared, that there has been an outbreak of fictional Cariappa-Muren 
disease, and that super summer in Europe has killed half a million people. 
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Warnings of possible catastrophes are already present in the reality of the 
internet, so none of this seems entirely unbelievable. Interestingly, Google 
search of Neurocracy’s fictional names and terms (e.g., Denis Molchalin) 
lists Omnipedia among the first result, thus additionally blurring the 
boundaries between the familiar and the unfamiliar, reality and fiction. 

In I Dreamt of Something Lost the effect of estrangement is achieved 
in a similar way. The readers are presented with an interface that looks 
strikingly similar to their own desktop: there are several basic icons and 
a toolbar, almost all clickable and searchable. As soon as the readers start 
exploring the familiar interface, it becomes defamiliarized since it belongs 
to another person – the well known setting is used to lead us into the 
unknown realm of this person’s life. Clicking on the www icon opens a 
set of actual Wikipedia pages, one of which is “Derealization,” redirected 
from “Unreality.” It is, as Wikipedia states, “an alteration in the perception 
of the external world, causing those with the condition to perceive it as 
unreal, distant, distorted or falsified.” The description evokes literary 
defamiliarization and is accompanied by yet another effect enabled by 
digital technologies: all the letters in the article are blurred, which further 
hinders instant recognition. 

Self-referentiality Self-referentiality 

Anonymous Animal makes references to its own status as a work produced 
through digital technologies. The poem’s speaker directs the reader towards 
the images or videos given as iframes until one of these iframes appears as 
a broken link. At this point the speaker starts musing that in several years’ 
time a lot of the inserted material will not be available; content will be 
removed from the web and permissions denied. As the speaker puts it, “it’s 
all degrading.” The work, in other words, shows awareness of its instability 
in the digital world. On the other hand, addressing the reader as an animal 
is a more poetic self-reference. However, since the work is populated with 
stories, images, illustrations, and videos of animals, it is also a reference to 
the potential of a digitally-born work to go beyond language in showing its 
aesthetic dimensions. 

In c ya laterrrr self-referentiality is literarily mediated. Throughout 
the work, its narrative draws attention to how much people depend on 
smartphones, electronic communication, social networks and mass media. 
The narrator first realizes that something is wrong because his mobile 
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phone is full of messages; he also thinks carefully about how to announce 
his brother’s death on the internet. As he puts it, “This little device was 
your window into the catastrophe, and then when you got closer it 
became almost the sole means of transmission and reception while this 
was unfolding.” Paradoxically, though, the work itself is not recommended 
for mobile phones – on the work’s website, the author suggests a desktop 
browser, and the work could even be easily translated into a print form. 
The ending additionally indicates the self-consciousness of the narrative as 
the narrator transgresses between the diegetic world (in which he is the 
victim’s brother) and the non-diegetic one (in which he is the author of 
the game): “I always assumed you’re not supposed to break the 
fourth wall when it’s something serious, and yet here were [sic] 
are. I hope you’re doing okay, reader. You made it through.”

Neurocracy similarly relies on literary aspects in achieving self-
referentiality. The initial effect of estrangement, based on the similarity 
of the interface to Wikipedia, soon gives way to literary and aesthetic 
repetition as a means of self-reference. As the repetition of signs, symbols, 
motifs, etc. frequently indicates a degree of self-referentiality in a work, 
Neurocracy illustrates a case of ‘paradoxical iteration,’ “where a sign 
relation is projected back on a higher level.” (Benthien, Lau & Marxsen 
2019: 27) It resembles the situation in which a fictional character invents 
its author: in Neurocracy, fictional events invent their own media coverage. 
The metafictionality of the work is reflected in its blurred boundaries 
between the literary and the real, as well as in the new linguistic structures 
based on the old ones, i.e., the structures and style of online encyclopedia 
articles. 

Blurring is also present in I Dreamt of Something Lost, where the 
mentioned blurred letters reoccur beyond Wikipedia articles. Even before 
the readers access Jules’s computer, the screensaver informs them: “The 
safety of the archive, walls so high and round” and, scrolling down, 
“Community. My footsteps on tarmac. The feeling of being outside,” “I 
dreamt of something ending,” “I dreamt of the panic attack. Of data loss. 
Of nothing left behind,” “No historian will find us,” “Nothing will remain.” 
After each message the letters get increasingly more blurred. The doubling/
blurring of letters as well as repeating this technique reveals what the work 
is preoccupied with: as in the case of Anonymous Animal, it is the fragility 
and vulnerability of the trace we leave online. This work presents a case 
of ‘recursive iteration,’ “which comes about by means of a technological 
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feedback loop” (Benthien, Lau & Marxsen 2019: 27) which is also present 
in the image of Jules’s desktop which appears within the reader’s desktop. 
Similar to c ya laterrrr, I Dreamt of Something Lost is not available on 
phones despite the fact that its central narrative technique is chatting. It 
should be noted that, while these works express self-referentiality either 
through electronic or literary means, what they all self-consciously refer to 
is their dependence on new technologies and media. 

DialogismDialogism

The multiplicity of voices in Anonymous Animal is primarily reflected in the 
intertextuality which appears as different web pages and inserted media 
interact mutually and with the speaker’s words. The discourse of the poem 
thus belongs to the speaker as much as to the sources featured as iframes, 
while it also involves the reader – animal – as the ‘other’. A large part of 
the poem is given in the form of instructions or questions for the reader. In 
this dialogue between the digital lyrical subject and ‘the textual you’ the 
former is made exposed and vulnerable: the speaker sincerely confesses 
that they cannot actually see whether the readers follow their instructions. 
Indicating thus the powerlessness of the speaker, the poem emphasises 
the text itself with all its intertextual/intermedial references, whereby 
intertextuality is mediated through words and imagery while iframes serve 
merely as supporting tools in achieving it. 

On the other hand, intertextuality in Neurocracy is mediated 
electronically, i.e., through hyperlinks. Based on hyperlinks, “[h]ypertext, 
which is a fundamentally intertextual system, has the capability of 
accentuating intertextuality, in a way that page-bound texts in a book 
cannot.” (Landow 2006: 55) As any “actual” or “real” hyperlinks, those in 
Neurocracy’s Omnipedia provide a platform which makes intertextuality 
an inherent aspect of an electronic work, stressing the importance of 
the medium in which this work is produced. Readers are immersed in 
the network in which one piece of data leads to another, and they can 
participate by choosing which links to follow (something they cannot do 
in Anonymous Animal) though their choice is limited by the given options. 
They are not allowed to edit or add the articles as they could in Wikipedia.

In c ya laterrrr dialogism initially also seems to be electronically 
mediated. The branching routes after each segment of the narrative, given 
in the form of hyperlinks, form the basis of its dialogue with the reader 
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as the latter chooses which path to take to complete the story. Some of 
the options include literal dialogue: “Call mum back” or “Call dad back,” 
which allows the reader to determine interaction between the narrator 
and characters, or at least its order. However, the ending of the story is the 
same regardless of the chosen path. Additionally, it is significant that most 
of the choices left to readers will eventually be reduced to the one which 
requires them to use the mobile. What is different, though, is the voices of 
various major or minor characters the readers will hear or not, depending 
on the path they take. Hett’s c ya laterrrr is a largely polyphonous work, 
in which voices are introduced with no specific marks apart from italics, 
such as in the following example: “Along the way, you’re stopped three or 
four times by old friends, workmates, strangers. / Sorry for your loss. If you 
need anything, you know where I am.” Perhaps surprisingly – because of the 
second-person narration – the work also contains examples of free indirect 
discourse: “She says the police have been amazing, even though it’s been 
so difficult – she and your dad have had to spend a long time answering 
questions about his characteristics and last movements. Any identifying 
marks.” These examples also indicate the predominantly literary mediation 
of dialogism in the work. 

The entire narrative of I Dreamt of Something Lost is based on 
dialogues between Jules and their friends: Vi, who is dead; Paige and 
Theo; Melanie, who is blocked; their dad; themselves. These dialogues 
are presented in the form of the FriendChain messaging application and 
serve as the guidepost for the readers to establish, by referring to the dates 
of messages, the timeline of events. The voices are presented in the form 
typical of chat language: “Where. Are. You. (...) im in FriendChain (...) 
u sant save smth that doesnt want to be saved (…)” and the readers can 
browse through them while waiting for replies or initiating conversations 
on Jules’s behalf. The messaging application channels even the voice of the 
dead (as in the quoted example), thus proving to be a powerful narrative 
device for electronic mediation of dialogism as an aspect of literariness. 

4. Discussion4. Discussion

Among the limitations of the presented research is certainly the number 
of selected works of electronic literature as the Electronic Literature 
Organisation anthologies contain dozens of them. Another limitation might 
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be imposed by different types of electronic literary works, e.g., hypertext 
fiction, interactive fiction, digital poetry, etc., whereby further research 
might be directed at determining whether certain types of electronic 
literature tend to mediate literariness in specific ways. Further research 
might also consider any of the given aspects of literariness in more detail 
or attempt to define its other aspects which potentially bear relevance for 
electronic literature. 

The selection of works is nevertheless justified by the award they 
received. Analysing the latest winners of the New Media Writing Prize has 
shown that crucial aspects of literariness, defined as defamiliarization, 
self-referentiality, and dialogism, appear in all of them. These aspects 
are mediated to an almost equal extent through electronic and digital 
technologies on the one hand, and linguistic devices and verbal imagery 
on the other – in a more traditionally literary way. This proves that literary 
writing in new media can and does rely on new technologies to achieve the 
effects of literariness, which in traditional literature pertain to the written 
word solely. On the other hand, the written word survives in electronic 
literature as a significant bearer of its meaning and expression. The 
implications of such a conclusion are that new media writing in any form, 
potentially including AI-generated literature, does not necessarily have to 
indicate any break with linearity. Linearity, either spatial or temporal, might 
be reinstituted if literariness is established and maintained as criterion for 
estimating the works’ literary value and impact, regardless of their genre, 
form, or medium in which they were produced. 
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

The Renaissance marks an important turning point in the history of 
philosophy, as it was in this epoch, which linked the Middle Ages to the 
Early Modern Age, that Western civilization put an end to the absolute 
supremacy of the credo “philosophia ancilla theologiae” and began to look 
for explanations outside of the narrow-minded ontological framework 
set up by medieval scholars. The quest for new, non-dogmatic truths 
was slow and difficult and in the first couple of centuries at least, it was 
seldom completely atheistic and totally contrary to the main dogmas of 
the Church. Yet novel voices speaking about the makeup of the Universe 
and man’s place in it were a fitting prelude to the complete freedom of 
thought that was to come, in most parts of the Western civilization, by 
the late nineteenth century, when science finally became an independent 
mode of philosophical enquiry, free from the supervision of religious 
authorities (Fyfe & van Wyhe 2024). By 1860, ontological standpoints 
had become quite diversified in the works of philosophers, scientists and 
literary figures, who were, all of them, freely expostulating their views 
on how this world came into being, on what place man had in it, and on 
what was to become of it in the future. Western Europe was the center of 
such intellectual activity, but the young United States of America was also 
increasingly making its contributions to these efforts.

In the first half of the 19th century, the United States was a rapidly 
advancing country, seeking to assert its recently won independence from 
England in all areas of life. In literature, this path was especially thorny 
given the considerably lesser number of able and prolific writers compared 
to the European continent, and also given their relatively unsuccessful 
efforts to form a clearly authentic American literature, distinct from that 
of England (Fitzmaurice 2006: 13–16). However, regardless of this state of 
affairs, the United States did produce, prior to the closing decades of the 
nineteenth century, a number of noteworthy authors who made intriguing 
and lasting contributions to the ongoing philosophical debate about 
ontological questions.

This article aims exactly to deal with two such figures – namely, Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow (1807–1882) and Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849), 
as some of the most memorable poets of 19th-century American literature. 
Although these two men shared certain similarities in terms of both their 
biographies and their writing styles, their ontological outlooks significantly 
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differed, in keeping with the different reactions to the great personal losses 
that they faced in their lives and that were, to some extent, their sources of 
poetic inspiration. This work will try to accurately present and compare the 
different ways in which Longfellow and Poe conceived of human life and 
its purpose, including here their views of the divine and man’s relationship 
with it. The determined goal is to be achieved by examining a number of 
poetic works containing more or less clear ontological messages – namely, 
“A Psalm of Life”, “The Beleaguered City”, and “Victor and Vanquished” by 
H. W. Longfellow and “The Conqueror Worm” by E. A. Poe. The study will, 
naturally, pay attention to whichever other works by these two authors 
are necessary for the appropriate development of the arguments to be set 
forth. Importantly, the entire analysis of the aforesaid poems, as directed 
toward unveiling the broad ontological standpoints of Longfellow and Poe, 
will be spun around the different metaphors by means of which these two 
poets conceptualize human life. Their different ontological outlooks and 
their different views of man’s relationship with God are to be shown as 
being related to the different metaphors that they use for the linguistic 
representation of life. Ultimately, by pointing to the still enduring currency 
of the questions dealt with by Longfellow and Poe, and by highlighting 
their different approaches to those questions, this article will stress the 
importance and value of these two writers and of 19th-century American 
poetry in general, despite the fact that, in the mid-1800s, a genuinely 
American literature, different from that of Europe in terms of ideas and 
style, was still in its infancy and eclipsed by the literary achievements of 
“Old World” writers.

2. An Analysis of Longfellow’s Poems2. An Analysis of Longfellow’s Poems

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was the most famous American literary 
figure in his lifetime and for a little while after his death in 1882 (Williams 
1964: 15–25). He was highly respected in Europe, as well his native 
country, and translated a lot into various languages (Williams 1964: 15–
25). Yet, his fame and his reputation as a poet abruptly dwindled after 
World War One, so much so that today he is regarded as a minor poet, 
a schoolchildren’s poet at best (Williams 1964: 22). Few authors in the 
history of letters have posthumously experienced such a drastic loss of 
esteem and popularity, basically from America’s most beloved poet, and 
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the first non-Briton to be paid homage with a bust in Westminster Abbey’s 
Poets’ Corner, to a minor author with very limited influence on Western 
culture (Williams 1964: 15–25). The reason for Longfellow’s steep decline 
in popularity is the fact that the poetry he produced throughout his life was 
rendered outmoded in terms of both form and content in the twentieth 
century. Longfellow’s devotion to traditional metric and rhyming patterns 
gave way to free verse, his simple and direct language was disenthroned by 
ambiguous, symbolic, and semantically richer modes of expression, while 
his progressive optimism and his Christian faith in a positive outcome of 
man’s journey on earth were replaced by growing pessimism, atheism, and, 
generally, a greater interest in the wicked, aggressive, greedy and lustful 
facet of human nature than in the noble, knightly aspect thereof (Williams 
1964: 15–25). The twentieth century, with its world wars, economic crises, 
and ruthless destruction of nature had dispelled the idealistic illusions of 
the Romantic 19th century so that Longfellow, with his sentimental and 
idealistic approach to life, lost his appeal among readers (Williams 1964: 
15–25). The “Victorian American” is how he pejoratively came to be 
known in the twentieth century, because of his obsolete, rosy belief system 
(Gorman 1967). As Cecil Williams (1964: 16) summarized this state of 
affairs, “[t]he nineteenth century could have Longfellow; he had nothing 
to say to the twentieth”.

Longfellow’s optimistic and romantic outlook, full of gentlemanhood, 
chivalry, and faith in the victory of good over evil in both this world and the 
next, is manifest in his, definitely, best-known short poem titled “A Psalm of 
Life”, written in the summer of 1838 and published in 1839 as part of his 
book of poetry Voices of the Night (Austin 1883: 252–253; Williams 1964: 
74). The poem was one of the most beloved works of literature in the 19th 
century, and, albeit very optimistic in its messages, it was actually written 
“from the depths of [...] despair” (Williams 1964: 74). With it, Longfellow 
was striving to encourage himself to overcome the grief that had befallen 
him following the deaths of two dear persons within a span of merely a 
month over the course of 1838 – namely, his own wife Mary Longfellow, 
and his brother-in-law George W. Pierce (Williams 1964: 74).

In the poem Longfellow dispels his lethargy by saying that life is more 
than just “an empty dream”, and extols the Puritan work ethic (which 
was his own familial background) as the proper way to make one’s life 
“sublime” (Longfellow 1839a). He calls the reader (and, actually, first and 
foremost himself) to stoically embrace the hardship of life and seek for 
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self-fulfillment through hard labor and faith in the benevolence of God, 
despite everything. Greatness, in Longfellow’s view, is achievable through a 
constant and fair perseverance toward one’s goals, and especially through 
art which he believed was the most ennobling activity, linking earthly self-
realization to heavenly one (Fitzmaurice 2006: 19–20). God, as the poet 
believes, will, in the end, grant happiness on earth to the zealous worker 
and believer, and also a life of bliss in the hereafter. “A Psalm of Life” is a 
fine example of a simultaneous attempt to inspire both oneself and others 
to “pursue happiness”1 and is, in spite of its greatly diminished popularity 
in the twentieth century, an enduring legacy of Longfellow. In support 
of this thesis, one should only call to memory the immensely popular 
cinematographic Rocky franchise by Sylvester Stallone (b. 1946). Stallone’s 
fictional boxer seems to adhere to the same belief system as Longfellow, 
and so both of these works of art (Stallone’s films and Longfellow’s poems) 
clearly embody the American dream as the essence of American culture and 
as a concept that, more or less successfully, still endures today. Whether 
Stallone is an admirer of Longfellow or whether he read the poet’s works 
at all is not known, but the fact remains that the spirit of Longfellow’s 
poetry (as a full-blooded American, Puritan spirit) still lives, ever finding 
its new exponents, whether in a direct or indirect way.

A particularly interesting detail in “A Psalm of Life” is the way in which 
the poet metaphorically conceptualizes life. In the fifth stanza, Longfellow 
didactically and encouragingly exclaims:

In the world’s broad field of battle, 
In the bivouac of Life, 
Be not like dumb, driven cattle! 
Be a hero in the strife! (Longfellow 1839a)

Clearly, life is conceptualized as battle, the world being presented as the 
field where this battle is fought. The battle, which, according to Longfellow, 
is fought for a purpose (the purpose being to overcome one’s own 
melancholy, and, even further, to win a place in the Kingdom of Heaven), 
has a bright perspective, in spite of all the difficulties and uncertainties 
that life carries with itself. It is this bright perspective that made the people 
of the twentieth century ridicule this, as they saw it, naive psalm of life, a 

1	 This phrase is from the US Declaration of Independence which, just like Longfellow’s 
poetry, enshrines the authentic American spirit. 
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psalm which, as it is useful to note, has a Unitarian dimension in it, given 
that it was this particular strain of Protestant Christianity that Longfellow 
was affiliated with, a strain which emphasized noble deeds, rather than 
strict adherence to any dogmas, as the way to salvation (Williams 1964: 
132; Hirsh 1964: 21–22). The positive worldview, centered around the 
metaphor LIFE IS BATTLE,2 also makes the fabric of the other two poems 
by Longfellow to be discussed here.

The next poem to be analyzed is “The Beleaguered City”, an early 
poem by Longfellow from the Voices of the Night, his 1839 book of poetry 
which also contained “A Psalm of Life”. This poem, the idea for which 
may have been borrowed from a book by Walter Scott (1771–1832) 
(Wagenknecht 1986: 65), is set in a fairy-tale-like, German setting which 
Longfellow was well familiar with, given his extensive knowledge of the 
German language and literature (particularly his appreciation of Goethe) 
and his numerous visits to various parts of Germany, especially in his youth 
(Williams 1964: 11, 82). The poem, in its beginning, tells of a legend about 
“a midnight host of specters pale” laying siege to the walled city of Prague, 
on the banks of the river Moldau (the German name of the present-day 
Vltava) (Longfellow 1839b). The army of menacing ghosts abandons its 
nightly assault on Prague at dawn, when the sound of the church bell 
calls the faithful to a morning prayer. The poem then goes on to compare 
this anecdotal siege of Prague to what the poet describes as the siege of 
the human soul by “phantoms vast and wan” (Longfellow 1839b). The 
phantoms may be understood as demons from the Christian metaphysical 
belief system who come to threaten the spiritual well-being of a human 
being. Their siege takes place “beside Life’s rushing stream, / In Fancy’s 
misty light”, and it is clear that, through the use of metaphor, Longfellow 
raises the legend of a ghost army’s siege of Prague to a metaphysical, even 
eschatological level (Longfellow 1839b). The possessor of the besieged 
soul becomes a fighter not only for the preservation of their own sanity 
but also for their successful transition to the realm of heavenly bliss, as 
Longfellow certainly believed in the Christian version of the afterlife 
(particularly indicative of this is his poem “God’s Acre”). Of course, the 
outcome of this siege, as in the case of the legendary siege of Prague, 

2	 Conceptual metaphors are, throughout this article, provided in block capitals after the 
fashion of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, who coined the term “conceptual metaphor” 
and, to a considerable extent, established the field of cognitive linguistics with their 
1980 book Metaphors We Live By.
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ends happily, given that the menaced soul sets itself free from the ghostly 
aggressors when “the solemn and deep church-bell / entreats the soul to 
pray” (Longfellow 1839b).

“The Beleaguered City” clearly exalts the power of prayer and faith 
to defend one from all fears, anxieties, and all depressing thoughts which, 
prior to the advent of the modern scientific age, were often described as 
caused by demons and evil spirits, in accordance with the biblical view 
on these matters. Although it would not be right to say that Longfellow 
belonged to a pre-scientific age, it is nevertheless indubitable that, with 
his Christian outlook, the poet was not altogether modern either – at least 
not as modern as Poe, whose work will be discussed later and who wrote 
works of science fiction, a genre that is, perhaps, more than any other, 
emblematic of the modern scientific age. The penultimate line from “The 
Beleaguered City” – “Faith shineth as a morning star” (the morning star 
referring to the break of day, which is metaphorically conceptualized as 
good, as opposed to the night, which is conceptualized as evil) (Longfellow 
1839b) – emphasizes the importance of faith in one’s struggle to secure 
personal mental well-being, and strong faith, coupled with noble deeds, 
was, for Longfellow, a sure path to salvation.

In this poem, life is conceptualized as a river which rushes through 
the field of battle, between the besieged soul and the attacking army:

Upon its midnight battle-ground 
The spectral camp is seen,  
And, with a sorrowful, deep sound,  
Flows the River of Life between. (Longfellow 1839b)

Life is a precious thing that the human soul strives to protect from the 
forces of evil. It is an object that is fought over and that one’s soul attempts 
to guard by means of Christian prayer and faith. Man’s inner being is a 
battlefield, where his soul (conceptualized as a city) fights to protect itself 
from being breached and to prevent the takeover of the course of its life 
(conceptualized as a river course near the city) by evil demons. The soul’s 
activity, that is, mental activity or thinking, is conceptualized as a (defensive) 
battle, or as some kind of psychomachia (or even potamomachia, given that 
battle is fought not only for the soul, or city, but also, for the possession 
of life, that is, river), the aim of which is to decide between good and evil, 
between hope and fear, between staying the possessor of one’s soul and 
letting the spectral army enter. This struggle, that is, the constant danger 
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for one’s soul that lurks from evil demons makes life sorrowful (the sound 
of the river of life is sorrowful) but certainly worth fighting for.

Altogether, this is a rather complex combination of metaphors which 
shows a different conception of life than in “A Psalm of Life” where the 
battlefield of life is external, rather than internal. In “A Psalm of Life”, the 
battle of life is fought in the world, “in the world’s broad field of battle”, 
while in “The Beleaguered City”, the battle is fought within man’s mental 
framework. Ultimately, the differences, though by all means existent, are 
subtle because, even in “A Psalm of Life”, the prerequisite for a successful 
life in the sense of fighting off external threats is one’s victory against 
one’s inner enemies. Overall, both of these poems have LIFE IS BATTLE as 
their overarching metaphor, and this is even so in “The Beleaguered City” 
despite its concrete conceptualization of life as a river course and its use of 
battle for the conceptualization of mental activity rather than life, because 
thinking is living, at least according to Renes Descartes who famously said 
“Cogito, ergo sum” (Duignan 2015), and if thinking is living then living, or 
life, is, just like mental activity, a battle. So, in both poems, life is, from a 
general point of view, envisaged as a battle, a battle against both internal 
and external forces of opposition.3

“Victor and Vanquished” does not belong to the poems of Longfellow’s 
youth, but rather to the ones written in his old age. Nevertheless, according 
to Percy Boynton (1919: 273), this work, published in the last year of the 
poet’s life (i.e., in the 1882 collection of poetry titled In the Harbor), is 
“[t]he finest of all his lyrics”. In this piece, Longfellow meditates about 
the inevitability of death, which he correctly felt was soon coming, and 
for one last time asserts his view that life, owing to the truthfulness of 
Christ’s gospel, is stronger than death, and that corporal demise should 
be met with a peaceful, reconciled mind. The poem contains the poet’s 
description of himself as a knight who has fought for a long time against 

3	 Longfellow is known to have suffered occasional bouts of depression, which came from 
both his inner doubts (internal “enemies”) and from the misfortunate accidents that 
happened to befall him (external “enemies”) (Hirsh 1964: 22). However, when it comes 
to the external threats that he faced in his life, it is especially important to mention 
attacks from the critics of his literary oeuvre. Although these were rare in Longfellow’s 
lifetime, one severe critic particularly stood out – namely, Poe, who, in the 1840s, 
accused Longfellow of plagiarism and excessive didacticism. Being already very popular 
and despising quarrels, Longfellow decided not to reply to this unprovoked act of verbal 
aggression, but, privately, he admitted to being emotionally hurt by Poe’s scathing 
criticism (Whitehouse 2023). 
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another knight (the personification of death) avoiding defeat and demise, 
but now the weaker knight (that is, the teller of the event), bleeding 
and teetering, his “sword broken at the hilt” and his “armor shattered”, 
is compelled to accept the imminence of defeat (Longfellow 1882). He 
decides to “stand unmoved” and await the deadly blow with a serene 
heart but without surrendering, his serenity coming from his belief that 
“triumphant Death” is “but a phantom and a wraith” (Longfellow 1882). 
The poem is a clear proof of Longfellow’s Christian, Unitarian belief that 
those who have fought bravely throughout their life and done good deeds 
have no reason to fear death, no matter how horrifying it were, because 
it is only one’s body that must die, while the soul lives on in perpetuity 
through the benevolence of God and his son Jesus Christ. This is another 
confirmation of Longfellow’s lifelong belief in the immortality of human 
soul and in the teleological benignity of the world, despite all the hardship 
that it has in itself (Wagenkecht 1986: 214).

Interestingly, life is again metaphorically represented as a battle – only 
this time the poet does not talk about a siege or any kind of “world’s broad 
field of battle”, but rather, specifically, about a tournament-like one-on-
one joust between two medieval knights. Quite in tune with Longfellow’s 
adherence to the Victorian adoration of chivalrous ideals, “the Victorian 
American” chooses a knightly setting for his chthonic encounter with 
death. Yet, he clearly emphasizes that his fight is not entirely like those 
that would have taken place in medieval tournaments, as in this case there 
is neither surrender nor mercy, and, on top of that and quite miraculously, 
the defeated and unyielding party ends up being victorious: This is no 
tournament where cowards tilt;4 / The vanquished here is victor of the 
field (Longfellow 1882).

The vanquished in this metaphysical battle is the victor and the victor 
is vanquished because, according to the Gospel, death is only a temporary 
winner because, for all believers in the word of the Bible, eternal life is 
guaranteed through Christ’s victory over death on the third day after his 
crucifixion. In the vein of not only the Christian lore that Longfellow would 
have held especially dear, but also the lore of pre-Christian mythologies that 
the poet would have also known well and liked (e.g., Greek tales or Norse 
ones), heroes do not die because God will save them on account of the 
love and faithfulness that they have shown throughout their lives. “Victor 
and Vanquished” is a beautiful testimony about an old man’s unswerving 

4	 “Tilt” is to be understood here as “fight”, or “participate in a joust”.
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dedication to his lifelong religious beliefs and his final statement of 
ontological optimism despite his awareness that life is not all sunshine and 
rainbows.

3. An Analysis of Poe’s “The Conqueror Worm” 3. An Analysis of Poe’s “The Conqueror Worm” 

In spite of certain similarities between Poe and Longfellow in the sense that 
both of these authors were fond of formal poetry with all of its rhyming 
and metric regularity, that they both endured great losses throughout 
their lives,5 and that they both saw poetry as a sublime activity that made 
one closer to the divine, these two contemporaries were actually quite 
different. While Longfellow led a decent life, unmarred by any scandals, 
Poe was all immersed in vice, struggling with his erratic nature, gambling 
debts, as well as alcohol and opium consumption. From this difference 
comes the difference that is of relevance in this work – namely, the fact 
that these two contemporaries differently coped with the sorrowful events 
that had marked their lives, and consequently focused on different aspects 
of human nature. While Longfellow always sought some kind of light to 
get him through the times of darkness and hardship and always strove to 
concentrate on what is good, Poe on the other hand concentrated on the 
wicked and dark facet of nature and human character, and rarely ever saw 
anything mythical on the horizon coming to save the day for the sufferer. 
In the context of this difference, it is no wonder that Poe’s ontological 
or metaphysical outlook, as manifested in his poetry, differed from that 
of Longfellow. In Poe’s work, or to be more specific, in his 1843 poem 
“The Conqueror Worm”, there is a significantly different view of man’s 
relationship with the world’s maker and of man’s posthumous prospects 
compared to what is found in the above-examined poems of Longfellow. 
There is also a different overarching metaphor.

The poem describes a throng of angels sitting in a theater and watching 
“a play of hopes and fears” (Poe 2004: 942). The poet tells of “mimes, 
in the form of God on high”, chasing a “Phantom” that they can never 
manage to seize despite all their efforts (Poe 2004: 942). The mimes keep 
repeating their unsuccessful chase “through a circle that ever returneth in 

5	 Poe lost both of his parents when he was a very small child and, perhaps most 
unfortunately for himself, he also lost, later in life, his wife Virginia Clemm, who died of 
tuberculosis (Boynton 1919: 173–187).
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to the self-same spot”, being mere “puppets” whose actions are dictated 
by “vast formless things” pouring “from out their Condor wings / Invisible 
Wo” (Poe 2004: 942). The play, the soul of whose plot is “Horror”, reveals 
itself as a tragedy in the end, when a writhing “Conqueror Worm” appears 
on the stage to devour the godlike mimes and thus put an end to their 
misery, full of madness, sin, and failure (Poe 2004: 942–943). 

As has been well established in the criticism of “The Conqueror 
Worm”, this play is a metaphysical and metaphorical representation of 
human life on earth, with both humans and spiritual beings included. 
The poet uses the motif of theatrum mundi (Lubbers 1968: 377–378), or 
the metaphor HUMAN LIFE IS A TRAGIC THEATER PLAY, to present his 
ontological concept, which, indeed, is very original, far more original than 
the orthodox6 Christian one of Longfellow. According to Poe, human life 
(mimes are a metaphor for humans) is a futile search for happiness (the 
metaphor for it, according to T. O. Mabbott, is the Phantom) (Howard 
1988: 38), a career of horrifying, repetitive suffering filled with sin and 
madness, at the end of which comes death (metaphorically represented by 
the Conqueror Worm eating the mimes). God, the creator of the world and 
man in His own image, is a distant creator who has left the governance 
of earthly affairs to malign angels (“vast formless things” with “condor 
wings” raining down “invisible wo” on humanity). The benign angels 
are passive spectators who weep at the sight of the Conqueror Worm’s 
“fangs / in human gore imbued” but can do nothing to save man either 
from his painful existence or from his tragic and bloody end. When the 
curtain eventually comes down on the stage, the impression is clear that 
the Conqueror Worm as the play’s hero is victorious, with no prospect for 

6	 Longfellow was a Unitarian throughout his life, and Unitarianism is not really part 
of mainstream Christianity, given that it denies the dogma of Triune God and, hence, 
regards Jesus as a man – a special one, but certainly not a deity. However, Wagenknecht 
(1986: 213) explains that Longfellow was affiliated with early Unitarianism, which had 
not yet become burdened with petty denominational questions, so that in his theological 
view, Jesus, “though not coexistent with the Father, was still a Divine Being”, and not 
‘mere man’”. According to E. J. Bailey, Longfellow believed in “the three important 
fundamental doctrines, the goodness of God, the divinity of Christ, and the immortality 
of the soul” (Wagenknecht 1986: 214). For this reason, Longfellow, although officially 
not affiliated with mainstream Christianity, is, justifiably, presented here as an exponent 
of the traditional or orthodox Christianity, though with a somewhat more liberal, 
gentler view of God as more of a kind father than punisher of mankind (in “orthodox 
Christianity”, “orthodox” is not capitalized because it does not refer to eastern, Greek 
Christianity, but rather to mainstream western Christianity).
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the slain human beings continuing their life in any kind of hereafter. “Out 
– out are the lights – out all!”, exclaims Poe, cementing the impression of 
finiteness and purposelessness of human existence (Poe 2004: 943).

The image that Poe creates strikes the reader as rather unique in the 
history of ideas. His ontological concept is one that resembles Deism as a 
philosophical outlook that was very common in the 17th and 18th centuries, 
during the Enlightenment Age, and that still had some popularity in Poe’s 
day. Deists were natural theologians and believed that God withdrew from 
the world after creating it and left in it his laws of nature (physical and 
biological) to govern it (Pailin & Manuel 2025). Importantly, all those 
thinkers held that those laws were benevolent because their creator was 
benevolent, and that, in addition, there were also laws of philanthropic 
love bestowed upon humanity by God at creation, so that a happy life 
of the human race was altogether believed to be not only willed by the 
transcendental Maker but also achievable (Pailin & Manuel 2025). Hence, 
the Deist and, more broadly, natural theological concepts of the world7 
were optimistic and founded on the belief in the goodness of the world and 
in the perfectibility of mankind (Pailin & Manuel 2025).

However, Poe’s vision of the world and of man’s place in it is not an 
optimistic one, because the forces that are left by God to govern human 
affairs (the equivalent of Deist God-made laws of nature and inter-human 
interaction) are not benign. They flap their condor wings (the mention of 
condor, a scavenging bird, ominously points to their association with death 
and, hence, their malignity) pouring out wo and misery into the world of 
humanity which, in the poem, is a theater stage. Moreover, the subsequent 
appearance on the stage of the play’s human-eating hero, the Conqueror 
Worm, is also indicative of the malignity of Poe’s world. The Conqueror 
Worm is the triumphant hero, death as the inescapable certainty and the 
tragic reality of human existence. It is not, as in Longfellow’s “Victor and 
Vanquished”, just “a wraith” and a passing victor. It triumphs fully and 
definitely, and there is no way for man to strike back and turn the tide of 

7	 Except for Deists, who understood God in an entirely non-biblical fashion and sought 
to reveal God only through studying nature, there were also other natural theologians 
who combined the biblical Revelation with their efforts to understand God through 
the study of nature. The most famous of these was William Paley (1743–1805), whose 
“watchmaker analogy” (the idea that the world was a clockwork perfectly wound by a 
benevolent God) became a byword for natural theology at large (Abersold 2018). When 
this is applied to Poe’s case, however, the world’s metaphysical clockwork obviously 
turns out not to be wound perfectly, or at least not wound by a benevolent deity.
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battle through any kind of (deserved) divine mercy in the afterlife. With 
its insistence on the finality of death, “The Conqueror Worm” is strangely 
reminiscent of the Darwinian evolutionary worldview, which would start 
to be developed only sixteen years after the publication of this poem.

In the fall of 1859, Charles Darwin published his book On the Origin 
of Species and kicked off a fierce debate about the beneficence of the world 
mankind lives in. The debate would go on for decades but, ultimately, 
victory would belong to Darwin’s acute observation that there was too 
much unnecessary pain, from a purely functional point of view, in the 
animal world, so that the old thesis on the beneficence of God and His 
creation held by natural theologians (both Deists and non-Deists) no 
longer seemed credible.8 The view that the world is essentially a malign 
place, with no higher purpose in it, is today the scientific norm, and this is 
exactly the message that Poe conveys through his metaphysical outlook in 
“The Conqueror Worm”. It is true that Poe’s vision of the world and human 
life contains a God and angels, both good (passive) and evil (active) 
ones, which Darwin and Darwinists agnostically or even atheistically 
remain silent about, but the fact remains that the ontological concept of 
the American poet exudes an air of excessive suffering and futility, all of 
which is part and parcel of the Darwinian evolutionary worldview. In this 
way, Poe, albeit a believer in some sort of “pessimistic Deism” (if one were 
to judge solely by “The Conqueror Worm”), emerges as an anticipator of 
the modern Darwinian outlook on human life and on what may or (more 
likely) may not become of it following the cessation of all vital functions 
in a human body.

Speaking of the similarity between Poe’s ontological conception of 
life and that of Darwinian evolutionism as a scientific philosophy that took 
teleology and anthropological optimism away from the understanding 
of human life (by instituting blind chance in lieu of progressivism into 
philosophy), it is interesting and useful to draw a comparison between 
“The Conqueror Worm” and The Island of Doctor Moreau by H. G. Wells. 
Wells’s 1896 novel, which sprang from the evolutionary philosophy of 
Darwin’s friend and defender Thomas Huxley, uses a different metaphor 
to present human existence as a futile and extremely painful course of 
events. The metaphor that Wells uses is HUMAN LIFE IS A SCIENTIFIC 
EXPERIMENT, with God being metaphorically conceived of as a doctor, or 

8	 For Darwin’s doubt about the inherent goodness of the world, see his letter to a priest 
Asa Gray dated May 22, 1860 (Darwin 1911: 105).
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mad scientist, and humans as very strange artificial creatures produced 
by the doctor’s vivisection and combination of different parts of different 
animals into one organism. So, it is theatrum mundi versus laboratorium 
mundi as two different ways of metaphorically conceptualizing the world 
(THEATER vs. LABORATORY). In both cases, human life is depicted as full 
of hardly bearable suffering as willed by some higher power, and, worst of 
all, to no noble end, but instead just to please the playful instincts of the 
callous creator. Yet, while Wells’s novel clearly draws on the Darwinian 
evolutionism of his university professor T. H. Huxley and, actually, speaks 
of God only in a figurative sense with Doctor Moreau representing not 
so much real God as evolution as an impersonal, blind, whimsical (and 
sadistic) force of nature (Bergonzi 1961: 104–105), Poe’s poem earnestly 
and literally speaks of God and ascribes to him a disinterestedness and 
blindness to the suffering of his most intelligent creatures, which is a 
uniquely original idea in Western civilization, at least since the victory of 
Christianity therein. Overall, Poe’s poem stands out as being particularly 
original, and not only because of its use of pessimistic Deism, but also 
because of its use of ideas similar to Darwinian evolutionism years before 
this, still reigning, scientific theory came into existence.

Generally, Poe’s representation of life in “The Conqueror Worm” can be 
aptly viewed in the context of a letter that he sent to his friend and fellow 
poet J. R. Lowell in 1844. In this letter, written just one year following the 
first publication of “The Conqueror Worm”, Poe wrote as follows:

I really perceive that vanity about which most men merely prate, 
– the vanity of the human or temporal life. I live continually in 
a reverie of the future. I have no faith in human perfectibility. 
I think that human exertion will have no appreciable effect on 
humanity... I cannot lose sight of man the individual in man the 
mass. – I have no belief in spirituality. I think the word a mere 
word. 

You speak of “an estimate of my life” – and, from what I have 
already said, you will see that I have none to give. I have been too 
deeply conscious of the mutability and evanescence of temporal 
things to give any continuous effort to anything – to be consistent 
in anything. My life has been whim – impulse – passion – a 
longing for solitude – a scorn of all things present, in an earnest 
desire for the future (Boynton 1919: 182–183).
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When these words are borne in mind, it becomes easier to understand 
why Poe wrote about a continual, unprogressive, purposeless repetition of 
one and the same cycle over and over again in human lives and why there 
was no afterlife for human beings in “The Conqueror Worm” (spirituality 
as a mere word) even though man may have been originally created by 
God as a spiritual entity.

However, despite this rather dark and strange ontological system 
of Poe’s in his 1843–1844 period, it should be noted that this is not all 
he ever wrote or said on ontological matters. For instance, in 1845, he 
republished his 1838 story “Ligeia”, now with all the stanzas and lines of 
“The Conqueror Worm” included as part of Ligeia’s dying speech, following 
which she asks herself whether the Conqueror Worm really has to be 
victorious, that is, whether death really has to prevail over life, without 
any chance of continuing one’s existence spiritually (Poe 2004: 123–136). 
The answer soon comes in the form of Ligeia appearing, at least for a 
moment, in the body of the just deceased Rowena, which shows that there 
were moments when Poe was more seriously considering the possibility of 
afterlife or return from the dead (Poe 2004: 123–136).

Also, in 1848, Poe published Eureka: A Prose Poem, his comprehensive 
essay on the makeup of the Universe. In this work, he unambiguously 
argued in favor of the existence of afterlife. He expressed the view that 
the Universe was made through the diffusion of God, that is, divine 
matter (material and spiritual), which makes up everything that exists 
in the world today (Poe 1848). Human life is full of pain and imperfect 
because, due to divine matter being diffused, humans are no longer one 
with God, that is, they no longer share the same identity and consciousness 
with the Deity, as was the case in the time before the creation of the 
Universe, that is, before the diffusion of divine matter (Poe 1848). Only 
occasionally do they get close to unity with God by writing exquisitely 
musical poetry, by means of which they attain “supernal beauty” (this 
idea is from “The Poetic Principle”, the essay he wrote probably in the 
course of 1848 and which was published posthumously in 1850) (Poe 
1850). Even greater unity with God and greater happiness is achieved 
after death, while complete unity with the Deity and complete happiness 
is attained when all the diffused matter, physical and spiritual, contracts, 
that is, regathers once again, ending the existence of the material world 
(Poe 1848). Following this collapse, the Universe again expands, and the 
cycle of life and extinction of life repeats itself indefinitely (Poe 1848). 
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“Throbbing heart” is the phrase that Poe uses to describe his ontological 
(metaphysical) viewpoint, which, unlike the one from “The Conqueror 
Worm” as published on its own, can be referred to as, not pessimistically 
deistic, but pantheistic (because God is everything that exists, including 
man) (Poe 1848).

This is another original concept of the Universe by Poe, which, in 
certain respects, even anticipates modern cosmology (contraction and 
expansion of the Universe), but it is mentioned here only as evidence 
that this imaginative author dallied with different ontological concepts, 
sometimes denying and sometimes supporting the existence of afterlife. 
Just as he described himself – his life was whim, and as a whimsical man, 
he entertained different ideas throughout his life, thus making it difficult 
to discern his truest belief or stance apropos of God, the makeup of the 
world, and man’s posthumous life. However, in this article, precedence 
is given to the view expressed in the text of “The Conqueror Worm” as 
viewed on its own, because this study primarily focuses on the selected 
poetic works of Longfellow and Poe. Returning once again to Poe’s 
pantheistic ontological system from Eureka, even though it does, unlike 
“The Conqueror Worm”, include an explicit belief in the afterlife and a 
teleological dimension (in the sense of reaching perfection following death 
and the end of one cycle of the world’s existence), it is still a far cry from 
the purposefulness of Longfellow’s orthodox Christian ontological system 
where history and human life are perceived as linear, as ending in eternal 
bliss, without any new alternations between the periods of the diffusion 
of divine matter (birth and expansion of the material Universe, marked 
by imperfection of human life) and the periods of its re-concentration 
(death of the material Universe, marked by the perfection of human life 
in a spiritual realm).

4. Conclusion4. Conclusion

This analysis shows that Longfellow and Poe concerned themselves with 
major ontological questions in their poetry, and in ways that are much 
more different than they are similar. The only similarity found in their 
ontological systems is the presence of God as the creator, but the roles of 
God are very different. While in Longfellow’s orthodox Christian (albeit 
Unitarian) system God is not only a creator but also a savior of human 
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beings (of all those who make any effort to be saved),9 in Poe’s ontological 
outlook, which was termed “pessimistic Deism”, God is only an aloof 
creator who withdraws from the world after creation and leaves malign 
angels to pull the strings of human life, with benign, compassionate 
angels being unable to make human lives on earth less miserable or save 
human souls in any kind of a spiritual afterlife. Longfellow’s outlook is 
a classic pre-industrial Christian outlook, where man strives, primarily 
through good deeds but also through faith, to earn the love of God and 
then blissfully enjoy the eternity of the hereafter, whereas Poe’s outlook 
is more original and far less optimistic, boiling down to an image of 
incessant, repetitive futile suffering for mankind, full of madness, sin, 
and horror, and to no end whatsoever. These two very different – actually, 
diametrically opposed – god-believing worldviews resulted from this 
article’s analysis of four poems in total – three by Longfellow (“A Psalm 
of Life”, “The Beleaguered City”, “Victor and Vanquished”) and one by 
Poe (“The Conqueror Worm”). In Longfellow’s case, the situation is quite 
clear, given that his ontological worldview stayed the same throughout his 
life, whereas in Poe’s case, the situation is less clear, given his whimsical 
character and his embrace of a pantheistic ontological concept toward 
the end of his life, in a way that is less morbid than the image from “The 
Conqueror Worm” but still not as teleological as the traditional Christian 
ontology of H. W. Longfellow. 

Importantly, Longfellow and Poe use different metaphors to present 
their ontological systems. In Longfellow’s selection of poetry, the metaphor 
LIFE IS BATTLE was found as the overarching metaphor common to all 
the three poems. Longfellow, as was shown, conceived of life as a knightly 
battle against the forces of evil, fear and despair, and mortality, at the end 
of which the worthy knight is awaited by a well-deserved reward in the 
Kingdom of Heaven, through the mercy of the Christian God. His worldview 
is a Victorian, Romantic worldview, enamored of gallantry, gentlemanhood, 
and medieval knightly codes of conduct derived from the Christian religious 
tradition that by no means lacked in purposefulness. Poe, however, uses 
the metaphor LIFE IS A TRAGIC THEATER PLAY which fully corresponds 

9	 Longfellow’s Unitarianism, by all means a form of liberal theology, was a belief in 
William Ellery Channing’s (1780–1842) God, a very benevolent and forgiving God, one 
that seemed much less terrible and much readier to forgive and save than the Puritan 
God of the poet’s forefathers of the seventeenth century (Hirsh 1964: 21; Williams 1964: 
190; Wagenkecht 1986: 2).
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to his view of human life as an unhappy and futile phenomenon. In “The 
Conqueror Worm” God is a playwright who composes a tragedy with man 
as its tragic figure and death as the victorious hero, and with good angels 
as weeping, passive spectators in the metaphysical amphitheater and evil 
angels pulling the strings behind the scene in the absence of the indifferent 
and cold-hearted God. The way Poe made up his ontological concept, it 
is quite reminiscent of the Darwinian evolutionary worldview that came 
into existence over a decade and a half after the first publication of “The 
Conqueror Worm”, an important difference being the fact that Poe’s poem 
mentions God as a creator, albeit one that is aloof to human suffering 
and not interested in creating an afterlife for them, while Darwinian 
evolutionism has no need of explicitly including a deity in its deliberations 
about the makeup of the visible Universe.  In relation to the last said, this 
article drew an interesting parallel between “The Conqueror Worm” and 
H. G. Wells’s The Island of Doctor Moreau, both works representing human 
life as excruciating suffering willed by a higher power, apparently just for 
its own entertainment. 

The examined ontological concepts of Poe and Longfellow are 
important because they reflect the atmosphere of the 19th century, when 
older, more traditional worldviews were, perhaps, most fiercely clashing 
with the newer, more scientific ones, before science finally got the upper 
hand of theology at the turn of the twentieth century. In this context, 
Longfellow’s ontological system is representative of the old orthodox 
Christian worldview, while Poe’s ontological concept stands for newer, 
more original ways of explaining the world’s makeup. Although Poe’s 
ontological outlook, though not entirely scientific, is very similar to today’s 
reigning Darwinian ontological system, and thereby more popular today 
than that of Longfellow, which lost much of its appeal after the greatly 
disenchanting First World War, this does not mean that the juxtaposition 
provided in this article will any time soon lose its power to intrigue. Both of 
these metaphysical views, even Longfellow’s old one, will continue to have 
relevance for countless people all over the world because they constitute 
two different methods for coping with the grim realities of life – namely, 
with the fact that life is difficult and devoid of any blatantly visible purpose. 
One method, that of Longfellow, is to put one’s trust in an imagined deity 
and, with an optimistic mindset, act in good faith and hope for the best, 
while the other method, that of Poe, is to accept the futility of life in all 
its darkness and comfort oneself with the thought that, if one lives, at 
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least one does not have to live in self-delusion. One method stresses hope, 
the other stresses honesty. Hence, both are valuable and by no means 
obsolete, and both will continue to exist as long as man continues to be 
a thinking being and an ontologically discontent one, unhappy with the 
difficulties of life and its finiteness, because even modern science has so 
far proved unable to make life free of pain or ever-lasting. So, the offered 
juxtaposition may be described as, in addition to many other things, a 
lasting legacy of nineteenth-century American poetry and literature to the 
world history of philosophical ideas and their artistic expression, and, for 
this reason, it might not be altogether improper to view the relationship 
between European literature and American literature as more equal than 
has hitherto been the case, especially than was the case in the nineteenth 
century itself when the cultural production of “the New World” was mostly 
still seen as merely replicating the ideas and cultural patterns of “the Old 
World”, and with only relative success.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Narrated from four perspectives, Small Island by Andrea Levy is set in three 
periods: immediately before, during the Second World War, and in the 
year of 1948. The novel takes place in Jamaica and the UK. Two married 
couples, the Blighs, Queenie and Bernard from London interchange with 
the Josephs, Hortense and Gilbert from Jamaica, to narrate the tale of the 
beginning of the Black diaspora in the UK. There is another important 
character linking the Blighs and the Josephs: Michael Roberts, a Jamaican 
military pilot. His mother and father looked after Hortense while they 
were growing up together in Jamaica, and he stayed at Queenie’s house in 
London on two occasions where he had an affair with her, resulting in the 
birth of baby Michael in 1948.

Lara, debut novel-in-verse by Bernardine Evaristo, follows Lara’s 
paternal line and introduces the readers to generations of slaves of Yoruba 
origin in Brazil during the nineteenth century until their return as freed 
slaves to Nigeria and then their descendant’s migration to the United 
Kingdom in 1949. This is combined with the history of Lara’s maternal line 
describing Irish Catholics at the beginning of the twentieth century, their 
migration and life in London in the 1920s and later during the Second 
World War, the period which also affects the other side of the family, the 
German descendants who were regarded as traitors in the UK at that time. 
The family lines connecting continents and centuries converge in the main 
character, Lara, who was born to an Irish mother and Nigerian father in 
London in the 1960s. 

The British Empire started losing its power in the post-war period 
and simultaneously mass migration to the UK from the freed colonies 
started, resulting in the so-called ‘colonization in reverse’. Carol Boyce 
Davies finds that “Black British women writers [...] are able to launch an 
internal/external critique which challenges simultaneously the meanings 
of Empire, the project of post-coloniality as well as the various nationalistic 
identifications of home” (1994: 96). Both Levy and Evaristo deploy this 
double critique challenging dominant narratives of British identity while 
foregrounding the intersecting dynamics of race, gender, and belonging 
within postcolonial Britain.

To explore how space and time inform the construction of diasporic 
subjectivity in these novels, it is necessary to draw on Mikhail Bakhtin’s 
concept of the chronotope, which refers to the intrinsic connectedness of 
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temporal and spatial relationships in literature. According to Bakhtin, “in 
the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused 
into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, 
takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged 
and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history” (2011: 84). The 
time in the postcolonial discourse is never linear for it blends together the 
previous life in the colonies, through remembering and recounting, with 
the period after migration to the metropolis, merging past and present 
through memory, displacement, and intergenerational trauma. The space 
is liminal as migrants find themselves ‘unbelonging’ to London, as well 
as to their homes in former colonies. The experience of migration blurs 
the boundaries between colonies and the Empire, producing what Homi 
Bhabha terms a third space. In such a context, the chronotope becomes a 
useful analytical tool for tracing how diasporic characters navigate hybrid 
identities within temporally and spatially layered settings. The concept of 
liminal space is central to postcolonial fiction, as migrants often describe 
themselves as ‘unbelonging’, alienated both from the colonies they left 
behind and from the metropolitan centres to which they migrated. In this 
regard, Sara Upstone’s notion of the ‘post-space’ (2009) is particularly 
relevant allowing for heterogeneity, chaos and spatial fluidity, experienced 
by migrants, whose sense of identity is constantly negotiated against a 
backdrop of historical displacement and current marginalization.

Rashmi Varma further develops this spatial perspective in Postcolonial 
City and Its Subjects: London, Nairobi, Bombay, where she states that the 
postcolonial city is “[…] constituted by the tensions and contradictions 
between the global, national and the local concepts and practices of urban 
space; hence the idea of the postcolonial city as a conjunctural space” 
(2012: 14). Although the postcolonial city offers hybridity as a connection 
between the new and old, the unknown and familiar, there remain 
differences between spaces within the city which are embedded in the long 
history of colonization. Varma borrows this division from Frantz Fanon’s 
The Wretched of the Earth, where the colonizer’s part of the town was always 
clean, well-lit, fenced and rich, while the so-called ‘natives’ town’, ‘medina’, 
‘reserve’ are inhabited by the hungry, the poor and desperate (2012: 7). 
It is obvious that the modern postcolonial metropolis, such as London, 
replicates the demarcation based on the rich centre of the Empire and 
the conquered colonies. Varma further elaborates that “within a geometric 
imagination, colonial and postcolonial urban relations could be figured 
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as a series of concentric circles. In the inner circle, the masculine sphere 
constitutes the centre of power in the city, with the women at the periphery. 
In the global sphere, the European city constitutes the core of the Empire, 
its colonies the periphery” (2012: 54). Thus, the map of a postcolonial city 
reproduces and compresses the world atlas from the colonial times with 
the gendered spaces of the empowered and disempowered reflecting male 
and female zones, city centre and suburban neighbourhoods replicating 
the centre of the British Empire and its colonies, respectively. This spatial 
metaphor underscores the gendered and racialized hierarchies embedded 
in the postcolonial urban imagination.

In addition to spatial and temporal frameworks, the emotional 
and psychological dimensions of diasporic experience are crucial for 
understanding the families portrayed in Small Island and Lara. Uma 
Parameswaran identifies the four different stages which migrants 
encounter during their diasporic experience. The initial stage is nostalgia, 
followed by adjusting to a new environment, the third involves forming 
and expressing their opinions on ethnic and cultural issues and final 
stage finds migrants participating in the politics and national issues 
(Parameswaran 2007: 165). It can be added that nostalgia occurs soon 
after the arrival in the new country, and in some cases it never ceases. 
Migrants’ feeling of homesickness can be initiated and then prolonged by 
the disillusionment with the new environment that turns out to be the 
opposite of the beliefs and hopes they harboured before leaving their 
homelands. Thus, once utopia, the land of dreams and opportunities for 
the migrants transforms into a dystopian chronotope. Simultaneously, the 
homeland in the former colonies, previously resented, may acquire a new 
significance as an idealized space of origin and identity, complicating the 
emotional geography of the diasporic experience.

2. Father Figures2. Father Figures

Gilbert Joseph from Andrea Levy’s novel Small Island served in the RAF 
during the Second World War as part of colonial troops answering the call 
from the Mother Country for support at the battle front. When the war 
was over, he went back home to Jamaica, but he never stopped planning 
his return to London. Before he set sails on 28th May 1948 on the Empire 
Windrush ship, he asked his then girlfriend, Celia, to join him and leave 
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her friend in charge of her pupils so “[s]he will write to us of the hurricanes 
and the earthquakes and the shortages of rice on this small island, while 
we sip tea and search for Nelson on his column” (Levy 2004: 94). His 
remark reflects the dream the colonized nations had about the blissful and 
bountiful life in the metropolis, which was created and maintained during 
colonial education that all British colonies received. The image stands 
in stark contrast to their experience of natural catastrophes and poverty 
present in the colonies. However, the future migrants could not have 
known of the food scarcity and rationing in post-war Britain that resulted 
in the living conditions in London being not much different from their own 
in Jamaica, which in fact helped them continue with their dreams and 
plans for the one-way journey across the Atlantic Ocean to the UK. The 
newcomers faced harsh circumstances upon their arrival in London and 
that contributed to rapid disillusionment in immigrants. 

In a similar way, Taiwo da Costa, Lara’s father in Bernardine Evaristo’s 
Lara, was the first in his family to leave Nigeria in order to go to Great 
Britain. Taiwo sailed to the UK just one year after Gilbert’s journey on 
the Empire Windrush in Small Island. He answered the Mother Country’s 
second calling to the Empire in 1949, for the centre of the British Empire 
was lacking manpower needed to rebuild the country after the destruction 
during the war: “’London calling The Empire! Calling The Empire!│Come 
in Nigeria.’ I’m coming! I’m coming!” (Evaristo 2009: 19). He imagined 
the life in London as many other migrants before leaving the colonies: 
“… my dreams have been my fuel for years,│all those British films for 
sixpence at the movie house.│See London, then die. I was desperate to get 
here” (Evaristo 2009: 19). Taiwo from Nigeria shared the same illusions 
about the magical metropolis with Gilbert from Jamaica. Both Nigeria 
and Jamaica with their population as British subjects were under the 
powerful influence of the colonial myth of prosperity and the abundance 
of possibilities waiting for them at the centre of the Empire.

During the disembarkation six months after her husband’s arrival in 
London, Hortense Joseph noticed: “Women who shivered in their church 
best clothes – their cotton dresses with floppy bows and lace; their hats and 
white gloves looking gaudy against the grey of the night. Men in suits and 
bowties and smart hats. They jumped and waved at the people who come 
to meet them. Black men in dark, scruffy coats with hand-knitted scarves. 
Hunched over in the cold” (Levy 2004: 14). The passengers from Jamaica 
were dressed differently from those migrants who had already spent a 
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couple of months in London. The passengers on the ship docked in London 
were wearing their most elegant clothes for this special occasion revealing 
that it was very important to them to leave a good first impression. At 
the same time, they seemed completely unprepared for the colder climate 
in England since for them winter months did not mean snow and ice. 
The friends waiting for them wore tattered outfits that can be read as a 
sign of not being able to find well-paid jobs and earn enough to buy nice 
new clothes but also that they put on warmer clothing as they had more 
experience with the local weather conditions. Moreover, the light colours 
the newly arrived migrants chose to wear can signify their optimism related 
to the future life in London, and that brightness is directly opposed to the 
gloominess of the evening and drab clothes worn by their friends and family 
at the docks. The synthesis of the time of the day with no sunlight and part 
of the year with the least sunshine emphasizes the feeling that migrants 
felt unwelcome, and implies that other Londoners expressed coldness and 
even animosity towards the arrival of the colonized nations. The very harsh 
weather conditions that reflect the coldness of British attitude towards 
the migrants from the colonies were also experienced by Lara’s father: “I 
need warm clothes because it is so cold and heating│is expensive: the sun 
avoids this country, Mama” (Evaristo 2009: 21). Moreover, he was unable 
to improve his living conditions as he did not earn enough to pay the bills 
and he could not find a better job due to systemic racism.

When Hortense agreed to marry Gilbert, she started sharing the same 
fantasies about her future life in London: “In the breath it took to exhale 
that one little word, England became my destiny. A dining table in a dining 
room set with four chairs ... the kitchen small but with everything I need 
to prepare meals. We eat rice and peas on Sunday with chicken and corn, 
but in my English kitchen roast meat with two vegetables and even fish 
and chips bubble on the stove” (Levy 2004: 100–101). In the house of her 
dreams, Hortense wanted to cook meals considered as markers of British 
culture. Similarly, Taiwo saw everything in the centre of the Empire as 
more sophisticated than at home, even food: “Why eat rice and stew when 
you can taste Yorkshire pud,│meat and two veg?” (Evaristo 2009: 20). 
Despite the fact that many immigrants started missing their homeland 
cuisine after some time in England, both Hortense from Small Island and 
Taiwo in Lara intended to shape their new identities by eating food that 
represented Britishness to them.
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Roaming the streets as flâneurs (Benjamin 2007), the main characters 
observe the multitude of impressions present simultaneously in the city. 
However, when migrants walk the streets of postcolonial London, they 
are unable to simply perceive their surroundings and strangers that pass 
by as they may offend and hurt them. Thus, migrants cannot function as 
uninvolved and detached flâneurs. Rashmi Varma concludes that “[w]alking 
these wayward pathways in the imperial city, the bodies of women, and 
those of black and working-class people, both resist and desire (in)visibility 
and (in)direction” (2012: 54). Both Hortense and Taiwo represent visible 
migrants due to the colour of their skin, but they wished they could be 
less conspicuous and, more importantly, not to receive such racist remarks 
from other Londoners. Regardless of the fact that immigrants were quite 
polite, the English felt threatened in many situations like when “Gilbert 
raised his hat to her one morning. She rushed into her house like he’d just 
exposed himself. Out came Morris who stood on the doorstep to protect 
her honour” (Levy 2004: 117). The husband felt obliged to defend his wife 
from a non-existent threat, which he interpreted along the lines of Edward 
Said’ argument that men from the Orient were seen as sexually insatiable 
and therefore white women were to be guarded from them (2003), and 
this opinion was widely spread among Queenie’s neighbours. Comparably, 
when Taiwo attempted to be friendly to other Londoners, they usually 
reacted in the same manner as Queenie’s neighbours: “If I say│’Hello’ 
they are frightened or angry or cross the road.│When we coloureds laugh 
freely they scowl at us’ (Evaristo 2009: 21). Londoners did not approve of 
migrants’ behaviour, tried to avoid any interaction with them, and most 
often they racially insulted migrants from the colonies.

On the other hand, Queenie could not forget the important role 
colonized nations had had during the Second World War. Gilbert was 
grateful to have met Queenie during the war as she offered him a room 
to rent, for he had experienced difficulties finding accommodation in the 
capital since many landlords were unwilling to accepts immigrants from 
the Caribbean as lodgers. He recounted his search: “So how many gates I 
swing open? How many houses I knock on? Let me count the doors that 
opened slow and shut quick without even me breath managing to get 
inside. Man, these English landlords and ladies come up with excuses” 
(Levy 2004: 215). The usual explanation for rejecting migrants was that 
the other tenants would be against it, or the neighbours would protest. 
James Procter explains how finding accommodation in postwar Britain 
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was extremely difficult since “[t]he housing shortage and overly racist 
practices associated with the property market in this period meant that the 
black settlers were often forced to share cramped, derelict housing in the 
worst areas in the city” (2003: 24). In parallel, Taiwo was also unable to 
rent a decent flat: “it is so hard to find a good place to live here│because 
they do not want us in their houses” (Evaristo 2009: 21). Both Gilbert and 
Taiwo had similar unpleasant experiences which deepened their feelings of 
unbelonging and being unwelcome in post-war London.

3. Mothers as Metaphors 

Sofia Muñoz-Valdivieso states that Andrea Levy uses the conventional 
metaphor of the parent-children relationship to represent the centre of 
the Empire as the mother and colonies as her children (2012: 99). Gilbert 
Joseph asked the readers of Small Island directly to reconsider their 
attitudes regarding Britishness:

Let me ask you to imagine this. Living far from you is a beloved 
relation whom you have never met. Yet this relation is so dear a 
kin she is known as Mother. Your own mummy talks of Mother all 
the time. ‘Oh, Mother is a beautiful woman – refined, mannerly 
and cultured.’ Your daddy tells you: ‘Mother thinks of you as her 
children; like the Lord above she takes care of you from afar.’ 
There are many valorous stories told of her, which enthral grown 
men as well as children [...] Your finest, your best, everything 
you have that is worthy is sent to Mother as gifts. And on her 
birthday, you sing-song and party. Then one day you hear Mother 
calling – she is troubled, she need your help. Your mummy, your 
daddy say go. Leave home, leave familiar, leave love [...] Shiver, 
tire, hunger – for no sacrifice is too much to see you at Mother’s 
needy side (Levy 2004: 139)

Alluding to the call ‘Mother Country is calling you’ that the British Empire 
issued to all its colonies for the help in defence during the Second World 
War and later for the restoration of the ruined country in the post-war 
period, Gilbert was transferring the image of the Mother into a memory 
of a family scene where his own mother and father used to nourish the 
feeling of love and loyalty for the Mother. The image the colonized nations 
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harboured about the Empire was created under the influence of the 
colonial narrative maintained for generations and generations, the myth 
about the protective and benevolent attitude the Empire had towards 
its colonies and dominions. Additionally, this depiction implies that the 
British Empire used natural as well as human resources from the colonies, 
which eventually led to the economic dependence and poverty due to 
depleted resources in colonized territories while the Empire was becoming 
richer and more powerful. Moreover, the British culture was imposed as 
dominant compared to the colonized nations whereas indigenous cultures 
were pronounced ‘primitive’ and therefore irrelevant. 

The idyllic scene of warmth and closeness would be erased when 
the colonized nations finally reach the centre of the Empire, as Gilbert 
described the meeting with the Mother:

The filthy tramp that eventually greets you is she. Ragged, old and 
dusty as the long dead. Mother has a blackened eye, bad breath 
and one lone tooth that waves in her head when she speaks. Can 
this be that fabled relation you heard so much of? This twisted-
crooked old woman? This stinking cantankerous hag. She offers 
you no comfort after your journey. No smile. No welcome. Yet she 
looks down at you through lordly eyes and says, ‘Who the bloody 
hell are you?’ (Levy 2004: 139) 

The Mother he saw eventually in reality was very old, poor, sick and in a 
bad shape. She reflected the state of the centre of the Empire after the war. 
The image of an aged and dishevelled woman points to the poor state of 
a country after the war and it also alludes to the last days of the British 
Empire as decolonization started in the post-war period. Despite the fact 
that colonized nations participated in the war efforts, the British offered 
neither recognition nor hospitality to immigrants trying to settle in the UK. 
In addition, the British Empire was weakened and falling apart, but still 
Londoners remained arrogant and required from immigrants to return to 
their colonies. Avtar Brah in Cartographies of Diaspora underscores that 
during the centuries of colonization, the British Empire considered the 
colonized nations as the natives and therefore as inferior to the British, and 
even after the Second World War they still regarded themselves superior to 
the immigrants arriving from the colonies (1996: 191).
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4. Children of Change

Drawing on bell hooks’s critical works, Pia Thielmann concludes that 
“transgression of racial boundaries is experienced by white men as 
exploration, staking claim, consumption and thus eradication of the Other” 
(2004: 27). In colonial discourse, the Black female body, particularly that 
of the so-called ‘primitive’ native, was often imagined as a territory to be 
conquered by the white, ‘civilized’ British male, especially through sexual 
domination. This was even more pronounced in instances of forced sexual 
relations between master and his slave. Within this framework, the white 
male’s desire for Black women could be ideologically reframed as a means 
of implanting dominant, ‘civilized’ culture onto the ‘uncivilized’ and ‘wild’ 
female body. Thus, often forced, sexual intercourse symbolically enacted 
territorial conquest, and the resulting children became living products of 
colonization.

Andrea Levy and Bernardine Evaristo challenge this dominant 
colonial metaphor in their novels by reversing the roles of the colonizer 
and colonized. Both authors depict white British women in relationships 
with Black men from the colonies, thereby subverting the traditional 
narrative of the white male conquering the Black female. Parallels can 
be drawn between Queenie Bligh in Small Island and Ellen Brinkworth 
in Lara. These white British women became pregnant with a Black male 
partner during the late 1940s and early 1960s, the decades marked by 
mass migration from the British colonies to the UK.

James Procter, referencing Sheila Patterson, draws a comparison 
between the white female body and the domestic space, arguing that “both 
harbour and embody a national culture threatened with penetration and 
pollution by the transgressive black settler” (2003: 25). In this context and 
in line with Louise Bennett’s poem Colonisation in Reverse, which reframes 
migration from former colonies to the centre of the Empire as a reversal 
of the imperial conquest, Small Island and Lara can be read as literary 
deconstructions of the colonial metaphor. Instead of the Black female body 
being colonized by white men, the white female body becomes symbol 
of the British Empire, and the Black male partner represents the former 
colony. 

This role reversal leads to the birth of biracial children, who embody 
both colonizer and colonized histories. In doing so, Levy and Evaristo not 
only critique colonial legacies but also reopen questions about British 
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identity, belonging, and cultural hybridity in the postcolonial era. The baby 
in Small Island was conceived during a brief extra-marital affair between an 
English woman and a man from the Caribbean during 1948, the year that 
is usually considered as the beginning of the mass migration from British 
colonies to the UK. Symbolically, this refers to the relationship between 
the Empire embodied as Mrs Bligh and its colonies represented by Michael 
Roberts. He volunteered to help the Mother country by joining the RAF 
and Queenie let him stay in her house for a while, just as many immigrants 
came to England after the war. A baby of mixed race was born out of 
wedlock. His skin was darker, classifying him as an immigrant even though 
he had British blood. Despite motherly love, the baby had no future in a 
white family, as Queenie understood that London in the post-war period 
was not ready to accept people of other skin colour regardless of their birth 
right. She decided to convince Gilbert and Hortense to take the baby and 
raise him as their own child, reasoning the child would have a better life 
with them. Gilbert and Hortense finally realized that suggestion would 
be the best for the child and took little Michael with them to their new 
home in London. John McLeod states that the biracial child in this novel 
is a symbol of a missed opportunity for the new definition of Britishness 
in 1948 (2010: 50). Baby Michael represents a hybrid identity which was 
not well-received in England at the begging of mass migration from the 
colonies. He was sent from the centre of London by his white mother 
to a neighbourhood where migrants started settling down, buying and 
renovating houses.

In contrast, a different voice comes from the second generation of 
immigrants in Lara. Fourteen years after Michael’s birth in Small Island, 
Lara was born in London as a child to a mixed-race married couple. Ellen, 
her mother, was a young British woman who fell in love with Taiwo, 
who had arrived in London from Nigeria. The racist disapproval their 
wedding stirred among her parents’ neighbours was very strong, especially 
regarding the children they would have in the future: “Gossiping locals 
are incensed. A nigger! A darkie! is whispered over hedges, over counters 
at Mass.│An African, cannibal, savage, monkey, heathen, │a thing from 
outer space. Good Gracious No … Think of the poor children, half breeds, 
mongrels.│It’s not right bringing them into the world, it isn’t” (Evaristo 
2009: 70). However, Ellen and Taiwo had a long and successful marriage 
and Lara was one of eight children in the family. She described her own 
birth: “My entry to this island was messy, impatient and dramatic. | I was 
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born May twenty-eight, the year Nineteen Sixty-two, | when England was 
fast asleep and the moon rose” (Evaristo 2009: 98). Interestingly enough, 
Lara’s birthday is also the anniversary of the Empire Windrush ship setting 
sail to the UK in 1948. 

Just like baby Michael in Small Island, Lara was a biracial child, but 
she had very loving and caring parents and many siblings. She was never 
feeling abandoned and alone, despite the fact that she kept searching for 
her identity. As she grew up in London, Lara did not feel accepted, and 
she tried to define herself: “I’m not black. I’m half-caste, actually.’ ‘They 
don’t care whether│your mother’s white, green or orange with purple 
spots.│You’re a nigger to them” (Evaristo 2009: 128). However, when she 
was visiting Nigeria, the country her father had been born in, she again 
experienced rejection: “’Oyinbo!’ children shouted after Lara. It means 
│whitey” (Evaristo 2009: 156).

Lara used her family history to construct her postcolonial identity in 
the book. Moreover, she can now perceive Great Britain, the country of her 
birth, in a brand-new light: “I think of my island, the ‘Great’ Tippexed out 
of it, | tiny amid massive floating continents, the African one | an embryo 
within me” (Evaristo 2009: 188). The Great British Isles seemed small 
compared to Nigeria and Brazil, the countries of her ancestors, and Lara 
wanted to erase ‘Great’ from the toponym, which echoes the title of Andrea 
Levy’s novel. According to John McLeod Small Island is significant as the 
writer wanted to remove ‘Great’ from Great Britain in order to reconsider 
the superiority of one nation (2010: 50). The country where Lara was born 
is engulfed by the sea and surrounded by vast continents, so she could 
not consider it as big as before and therefore it did not deserve its name. 
In the end, Lara returned home, to London, to the city she was born and 
raised in. Parallel to renaming her country, her travels to Brazil, Nigeria 
and back home were also journeys into the self, which became complete 
as she discovered her hybrid identity on her way back to postcolonial 
London. Moreover, she was carrying great potential inside her now, as 
Lara’s children one day could be born into a hopefully much better world 
than hers, and Michael’s before her. This would be the new world, where 
all the islands are of exactly the same size.
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5. Conclusion5. Conclusion

In Small Island and Lara, the postcolonial family becomes a site of 
both rupture and restoration. Both novels engage with the legacies of 
colonialism not only through British history but also through intimate, 
family relationships, revealing how private lives are entwined into the 
Empire, migration, and memory. While baby Michael’s abandonment is 
marked by the early fractures of the British Empire, Lara’s later journey 
reveals a different trajectory, where family and love become the foundation 
for resilience during the struggle for belonging. Though she faces rejection 
in both Britain and Nigeria, Lara’s self-exploration across continents 
enables her to reframe her origins and embrace a hybrid identity. Evaristo’s 
symbolic act of removing ‘Great’ from Great Britain mirrors Levy’s critique 
of colonial narrative given in the title Small Island. Ultimately, Lara’s 
return to London is a reclamation of family, memory, and self-definition of 
postcolonial identity with hope for the next generations.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

Originating from the late 19th century, a period which informs much of 
Zadie Smith’s On Beauty and Donna Tartt’s The Secret History, the Aesthetic 
Movement, or plainly Aestheticism, dominantly represents an artistic 
reaction to the filth and ugliness of the Industrial era. Advocating for 
beauty and the ideas of making art for art’s sake (l’art pour l’art), the 
movement was popularized by Oscar Wilde and his novel The Picture of 
Dorian Gray and the Pre-Rafaelites. The movement’s ideas that one should 
pursue art and pleasure are inspired by a rich philosophical background. 
The aesthetic argument that beauty is proof of another realm (or even 
God/a divine power) is obviously borrowed from Plato and Neoplatonic 
philosophy. Ideas from Aristotle’s The Poetics also communicate with the 
movement, which advocates for beauty in symmetry, equally found in 
natural and human/artistic creation. The Aesthetic Movement seems to 
disagree with these philosophies only insofar as the relationship between 
form and function, or appearance and purpose are concerned. Whereas 
Plato and Aristotle do not separate the two – Aristotle even believed that 
form arises from the purpose or content of a work of art – Aestheticism does 
so, especially in some rather fatalistic interpretations. Within the conflict 
between New and Old Hedonism, for example, and the concept of pleasure, 
Aestheticism frequently chooses the surface-level beauty, beauty that is 
liberated from any kind of purpose or task in representing, advocating for, 
or commenting on any real-life issues. The pursuit of beauty thus easily 
becomes the general pursuit of pleasure (Old Hedonism), rather than the 
proposed refinement of the senses with new experiences (New Hedonism).

Apart from these philosophies, Aestheticism communicates heavily 
with Immanuel Kant, among others, particularly with his notions of the 
autonomy of aesthetic standards, as well as of pleasure and the pursuit 
thereof. The autonomy of beauty is especially relevant here, because 
it leads us to ask from what beauty is autonomous and separated. The 
separation implied in Zadie Smith’s and Donna Tartt’s novels suggests that 
it is between beauty and morality, or more precisely, between aesthetics 
and ethics. By focusing their “campus novels” on the academic pondering 
of beauty and ethics, the two authors open an important discussion on the 
ideas of Aestheticism in late 20th-century literature.
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2. Aestheticism in Academia2. Aestheticism in Academia

Beauty as a concept is at the core of both Zadie Smith’s On Beauty and 
Donna Tartt’s The Secret History. If Smith’s title were not a sufficient 
indicator, her choice of two art critics as male protagonists – one who 
teaches aesthetics, at that – might be transparent enough. As for Tartt, it 
is indicative enough to remember a line from the novel, “beauty is terror” 
(TSH, 42, 44), frequently quoted by her fanbase and critics alike. The 
parallels between the two novels and their approach to beauty do not stop 
here. Both novels are dominantly set in an academic environment, showing 
how students and teachers approach the study and appreciation of beauty, 
mostly through art. Apart from this, Smith and Tartt are concerned with 
the relationship and dynamics between aesthetics and ethics, as well as 
with the abuse of beauty and its connection to the ethical deterioration of 
individuals and society.

The two authors take a satirical approach to academia and the study 
of beauty. Avid students of literature, the two of them echo Aestheticism 
quite a bit, a movement that was popular during the Victorian era. To a 
certain degree, both novels communicate with Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of 
Dorian Gray, particularly with Wilde’s aesthetic manifesto and his approach 
to beauty and the pursuit thereof. In particular, what On Beauty and The 
Secret History explore in Wilde’s footsteps is the discontinuity between form 
and function, the fracture between the appearance and purpose of beauty, 
as well as art’s disengagement from the current sociocultural contexts. To 
include the element of academia, this point in particular seems to echo 
through both novels. The overindulgence in theory and theorization, 
the intellectual consideration of experiencing beauty, which frequently 
interferes with the proper experience of art, and the use of pompous 
language to discuss art and beauty all seem to result in losing track of both 
the appearance and purpose of beauty and art, as well as subverting the 
form and function of the two.

In Zadie Smith’s On Beauty, the main male protagonist is Howard 
Belsey, an aesthetics professor at Wellington College. Struggling with his 
research on Rembrandt, he also struggles in his marriage; he is married 
to Kiki Simmonds, whom he cheated on, and they both try to deal with 
the fact that their life together is crumbling. As a professor, Howard is the 
embodiment of barren academia. He cannot write, so he wallows in his 
frustration with the lack of inspiration. His job does not excite him because 
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he cannot see the beauty in it anymore – for him, his students are just 
empty sets of physical features, representatives of a younger generation he 
no longer understands. In addition to this, it is stark how empty of beauty 
his life is, especially for an aesthetics professor. He forbids any work of 
art to be exhibited in his home, and he cannot observe beauty in people, 
either, whether in his wife or in his two sexual conquests in the novel. The 
only thing that seems to inspire him is his ongoing “cold war” with Monty 
Kipps, his academic nemesis, a conservative who is similar to Howard in 
his approach to art and aesthetics, but from a seemingly opposing political 
perspective. From this dispute arises the central conflict of the novel, 
which Peter Boxall summarizes with two questions: 1) is it “our duty and 
task as readers or viewers to humbly appreciate and glorify the beauty of 
art, as Kipps contends;” or 2) should we rather “adopt a hermeneutic of 
suspicion, as Belsey insists, one which allows us to see how the artwork 
has been complicit with the ideological dissemination of power” (Boxall 
2024: 121)? As it turns out, both approaches are contested by the author 
and most critics, as this paper later documents.

In Donna Tartt’s The Secret History, the protagonists are a group of 
students at Hampden College, all majoring in classical studies. They are 
mentored by Tartt’s interpretation of Wilde’s Lord Wotton. In this novel, he 
is Julian Morrow, professor of the classics, keeping his classes small, thus 
eventually creating the exclusive group of protagonist students. Tartt’s 
interpretation of academia comes across as more snobbish in comparison to 
Smith’s. The students and Julian take particular pride in studying classical 
literature and ancient languages, feeling that this somehow makes them 
more worthy than other, ordinary, students. All the students (Henry, Bunny, 
Charles, Camilla, and Francis), apart from the narrator, Richard Papen, 
come from wealth, so they represent another echo of Wilde’s novel. They 
seem to base the entirety of their self-worth on two lines from the Aesthetic 
manifesto: “Those who find beautiful meanings in beautiful things are the 
cultivated. For these there is hope” (Wilde 2014: 3). Furthermore, much 
like Dorian Gray, the protagonists of Tartt’s novel struggle with hedonism 
as a concept, eventually succumbing to its depths in their mindless pursuit 
of beauty.

Both novels expose how easy it is to misunderstand and misinterpret 
beauty and art using academic language. While discussing On Beauty, 
Gen’ichiro Itakura notes that Howard Belsey “could be read as [Smith’s] 
constructive critique of current academic trends, which are ridiculed in 
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the fictional Wellington College students” (2010: 28). Similarly, Alexander 
Dick and Christina Lupton assert that the novel includes “a strong sense 
that the humanities today are in a state of crisis” and that “Howard’s 
agenda seems to lack all ethical horizons as he plummets into a state of 
skeptical despair” (2013: 115). In addition, Peter Boxall also posits that 
academia in this novel has “disavowed the idea of beauty – in Howard’s 
case in an attempt to develop a properly political understanding of the 
ways in which beauty has served political power” (Boxall 2024: 139). 
In the novel, we witness a couple of Howard’s classes, all of which are 
obviously satirized, not the least in Victoria Kipps’ assertion that they are 
“properly intellectual” (OB, 312). The very first class sets the tone of what 
can be expected. While stating his aims, Howard insists that he wants from 
his students “to imagine prettiness as the mask that power wears” and he 
himself intends to “recast Aesthetics as a rarefied language of exclusion,” 
ultimately exposing art as a Western myth (OB, 155). Howard’s students 
aspire to mimic his approach to discussing art and aesthetics, especially 
through using the pompous and complicated language of art critics. 
However, they only manage to demonstrate that to “think about beauty is 
to enter into a kind of shadow thinking, in which thought is found not in 
itself but in its replication” (Boxall 2024: 124). In the chapter narrated by 
one of Howard’s students, Katie Armstrong, they almost abuse Rembrandt’s 
paintings by drawing from different theories and drowning the work of 
art in different theses. Howard tasks his students with discussing two of 
Rembrandt’s paintings: Jacob Wrestling with the Angel (1659) and Seated 
Nude (1631). This is, however, how he opens the discussion in class:

“What we’re trying to … interrogate here,” he says, “is the 
mytheme of artist as autonomous individual with privileged 
insight into the human. What is it about these texts – these images 
as narration – that is implicitly applying for the quasimythical 
notion of genius?”

An awful long silence follows this. Katie bites at the skin around 
her cuticles.

“To reframe: is what we see here really a rebellion, a turning 
away? We’re told that this constitutes a rejection of the classical 
nude. OK. But. Is this nude not a confirmation of the ideality of 
the vulgar? As it is already inscribed in the idea of a specifically 
gendered, class debasement?” (OB, 252)
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It is no wonder that Katie is confused and dumbfounded by this 
introduction, after coming to class hoping “to share with peers feelings 
of excitement and rapture in front of the beautiful language spoken by 
art” (Lopez 2010: 354), only to be met with a theory-clad introduction 
by her professor. He discusses works of art, approaching them as sterile, 
strictly mechanical notions. He challenges the concept of genius and 
discusses Rembrandt’s status as an artist rather than his actual art. Taking 
the focus away from the art and onto the artist, he directly contradicts 
the Aesthetic manifesto by Oscar Wilde, which states that “[t]o reveal art 
and conceal artist is art’s aim” (Wilde 2014: 3). In other words, he does 
not allow beauty and art to speak for themselves but rather insists on 
drowning them in intellectual rambling, engaging in “the lowest form of 
criticism” (Wilde 2014: 3). What is even more striking, as Gemma Lopez 
highlights, is that Howard is a representative of academia that “can only 
drive people away from the beauty of its subject matter by openly refusing 
to discuss beauty” (2010: 362). Itakura detects the target of Smith’s satire 
here as “the abuse of inattentiveness to beauty [which] is associated with 
moral atrophy as well as intellectual poverty,” particularly as perceived in 
“Western – or more specifically, British – literary humanism” (Itakura 2010: 
33). This argument is supported by the claim that “neither Howard nor 
Monty is truly touched or moved by art or beauty; they only appropriate 
it for their own selfish purposes” (Itakura 2010: 33). In other words, 
both men see art and beauty as tools for pursuing academic success and 
establishing themselves as authoritative figures. This is most evident in 
their approach to beauty, which Itakura describes as an “overload of theory 
and a ‘posttheory’ cry for empirical grounding” (Itakura 2010: 34). The 
aforementioned Howard’s class reads almost as a deconstruction of art to 
the absurd, almost as if Howard and his students are wrapping the work 
of art in layers of theoretical interpretations, sometimes of the artist more 
than his art. The professor “too quickly moves away from the realm of 
art to a jargon-fuelled, ideological combat zone that the Anglo-American 
Humanities have now allegedly become” and students follow suit (Itakura 
2010: 31) with his daughter noting that he has “already privileged the 
term” they were discussing (OB, 253). Zora Belsey, perhaps more than 
anybody else, is the embodiment of the obsession with theory. In another 
class (that of Howard’s friend and mistress, Claire Malcolm), she challenges 
her professor’s ideas of the pastoral in poetry by saying: “But after Foucault 
[...] Where is there to go with that stuff?” (OB, 219). Alexander Dick and 
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Christina Lupton find in this scene a satire of “the experience of ‘theory’ in 
all its wit, digressiveness, and difficulty – that embodies the very alterité 
they were advocating intellectually and politically” (2013: 123). However, 
this alternativeness is rather contradictory. By the time Howard and Zora 
express their ideas, they have been rather worn out. Postmodernist and 
poststructuralist theories are echoes of the former century, and the ideas 
of deconstruction and power relations have become a bit mainstream, 
especially in contemporary humanism that Smith targets in the novel. In 
other words, the protagonists’ dismissiveness of art and beauty through 
postmodern theory is revealed to be not avant-garde and innovative, but 
rather stale and ordinary. Ironically enough, this staleness is also revealed 
when Howard notes that he sees himself in his student, Mike. Mike’s 
obsession with Heidegger (which perhaps further symbolically implies 
the dissonance between form and content) is ascribed to his young age, 
but his approach to art and beauty is lauded. As opposed to all of them 
stands Katie, who approaches art innocently, yet purely and emotionally. 
She admires both the work of art and what it represents. Furthermore, art 
inspires her to contemplate real-life issues, as well as to recognize how she 
herself relates to what the painting, Seated Nude, seems to discuss:

She was a shock, to Katie, at first – like a starkly lit, unforgiving 
photograph of oneself. But then Katie began to notice all the 
exterior, human information, not explicitly in the frame but 
implied by what we see there. Katie is moved by the crenulated 
marks of absent stockings on her legs, the muscles in her arms 
suggestive of manual labour. That loose belly that has known 
many babies, that still fresh face that has lured men in the past 
and may yet lure more. Katie – a stringbean, physically – can 
even see her own body contained in this body, as if Rembrandt 
were saying to her, and to all women: “For you are of the earth, 
as my nude is, and you will come to this point too, and be blessed 
if you feel as little shame, as much joy, as she!” This is what 
a woman is: unadorned, after children and work and age, and 
experience – these are the marks of living. (OB, 251–52)

Katie allows the painting to communicate with her; she stands mesmerized 
before the sheer beauty of the image, but also considers the message and 
implications behind the beautiful appearance, thus merging form and 
content. She exemplifies the idea proposed by the novel (incidentally, 
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originally taken and modified from Oscar Wilde’s preface to The Picture of 
Dorian Gray) that beauty is “related to uselessness, to a lapsing of the terms 
and conditions of use” (Boxall 2024: 124), since talking about beauty cannot 
come close to experiencing it directly. To an extent, this is a prominent idea 
in the novel, as stated by Gemma Lopez, namely “academia’s inability to 
enjoy beauty as opposed to feelings of rapture in front of art displayed by 
those characters in the novel who describe themselves as lacking academic 
expertise” (2010: 353). Katie is also an example of how beauty has the 
power “to enlighten us” and reveal new dimensions of reality “otherwise 
unavailable” (Itakura 2010: 35). Andrew Bowie notes that, among other 
things, the purpose of art and beauty, and our experience of them, is 
“surely that it should take one somewhere else, not just to where one has 
already been or already is” (2003: 71). Accordingly, Itakura implies that 
Katie’s experience changes her life and sees it as a confirmation of Elaine 
Scarry’s claims that “beauty keeps the beholder and the beheld alive” 
(Scarry 1999: 89-90 as per Itakura 2010: 36). Perhaps this is the reason 
why Howard’s final lecture could be interpreted as a sign of some kind of a 
life change. The person who infamously hates everything (as commented 
on by everyone at some point in the novel), or as Boxall calls him, “the 
professional debunker of the ideology of the aesthetic” (Boxall 2024: 125), 
suddenly has an epiphanous experience, both in relation to Rembrandt 
and his estranged wife, Kiki, who sits in the audience. While showing 
Hendrickje Bathing (1654), he contemplates the woman depicted in the 
painting. He focuses on “a pretty, blousy Dutch woman in a simple white 
smock paddled in water up to her calves” but also on Kiki, thanks to whom 
he is inspired to note that the Dutch woman’s “hands were imprecise blurs, 
paint heaped on paint and roiled with the brush, the rest of her skin had 
been expertly rendered in all its variety––chalky whites and lively pinks, 
the underlying blue of her veins and the ever present human hint of yellow, 
intimation of what is to come” (OB, 442–43). While contemplating the 
painting in an almost Joycean depiction of epiphany, Howard lives through 
an experience much similar to Katie’s. By focusing on the details of the 
woman represented, meticulously and conspicuously non-theoretically, he 
demonstrates the power of beauty to capture and mesmerize the beholder. 
He is stimulated to think about the sheer beauty of Rembrandt’s lover, but 
also of his own. Art here shows its power to move each beholder individually, 
to enlighten certain aspects of life pertinent to the individual observer. 
Itakura also notes that Howard changes in this scene, once “[d]eprived of 
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the protective armour of academic jargon,” and that the parallel observed 
between Hendrickje and Kiki shows “his now better understanding of the 
beauty of the painting” and suggests that “he has begun to appreciate the 
beauty, inner and outer, of his wife” (2010: 38). In a similar line of thought, 
Boxall here observes “an insistence on the untranslatability of beauty, and 
on the impotence of the critical languages that we have to account for it” 
(Boxall 2024: 142). Symbolically, Howard forgets his notes in his car, so he 
is physically removed from the critical language, which allows beauty the 
necessary moment to shock and illuminate him.

In The Secret History, academia is equally ridiculed for its approach 
to beauty. Much like Howard Belsey, Julian Morrow is a sterile aesthetist, 
whose views on beauty only poison his students. More precisely, his words 
“influence what his students view as beautiful” (D’Aniello 2021: 13). His 
idea that “beauty is terror” is as pompous as Howard’s theorizing, but it 
is quite more dangerous and deteriorating in nature since it uncovers his 
megalomania and snobbishness. When he discusses how “[w]hatever we 
call beautiful, we quiver before it,” he not only sets the standard for what 
beauty is to him and his students, he also manages to expose his own 
grandiose perception of himself (and his fellow souls) as akin to “souls 
like the Greeks” (TSH, 44). His inferiority complex becomes the main 
motivation for his vengeance on beauty and life, in general. By putting 
ideas into his students’ heads (particularly Henry’s, who seems to be the 
most impressionable when it comes to Julian), he tries to embody theories 
and schools of thought that Howard only theorizes about. In other words, 
Julian tries to impose theoretical interpretations onto art, beauty, and life 
alike. This is why, eventually, Richard and the remaining part of the clique 
will be forced with the following realization:

There is nothing wrong with the love of Beauty. But Beauty – 
unless she is wed to something more meaningful – is always 
superficial. It is not that your Julian chooses solely to concentrate 
on certain, exalted things; it is that he chooses to ignore others 
equally as important. (TSH, 577)

The same fissure between form and content in art and beauty seems to 
be the key part of the conflict in this novel as well. Beauty as a superficial 
physical manifestation merits nothing, and those who tend to pursue it for 
its own sake lose a significant part of the aesthetic experience. In Tartt’s 
novel, the characters are concerned with aesthetics as with “the philosophy 
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or art” (Kleven 2023: 3). They tend to intellectualize everything from 
literature to things and people they see and interact with, always through 
a pretentious lens of aesthetic superiority. Malin Sophie Kleven notices that 
this practice translates onto characters’ looks and comportment, expressed 
“visually,” in particular “through their clothing, rooms, tastes, etc.” (2023: 
3). This argument can be further seen in the protagonists’ relationship 
with Bunny; in part, he is ostracized from the group for his appearance and 
behavior, especially once he starts deviating from their projected ideas of 
aesthetics. In the novel, Camilla remarks that the problem was that “various 
unpleasant elements of his personality which heretofore [they] had only 
glimpsed had orchestrated and magnified themselves to a startling level 
of potency” (TSH, 249). Ironically, it will be the way he eats his sandwich 
that will be his downfall. Tartt chooses to parody her characters by making 
them offer Bunny’s unattractive manners while eating as an excuse for why 
they decided to kill him, when it is obvious what their real motive is. Sophie 
Mills posits that it is Bunny’s “ordinariness [that] denies him place in the 
elite,” and that “his commonplace appetites, beautifully symbolized by the 
grilled cheese sandwich and milk he is caught eating while the others are 
all fasting in preparation for the ritual” is what separates him from the 
group (2005: 15). What is more, his ordinariness might just separate him 
from their empathy and mercy, as the rest of the protagonists will not 
even grant him those when they decide that he must die. Even after, while 
participating in his funeral, they observe Bunny’s family through a detached 
lens. Their exclusively intellectual ideas of beauty not only prevent them 
from seeing and experiencing it truly, but also deny them access to basic 
human emotions, most of all, compassion. Furthermore, the beauty of the 
college itself becomes part of their personal aesthetics that defines them 
as people. Hampden College becomes not just a site indicative of prestige 
and privilege, but also a reflection of their choosing beauty in every aspect 
of their lives, which in turn somehow makes them more worthy. Richard 
himself, albeit unconsciously, bases a larger portion of his self-worth on 
the fact that he is a student at Hampden and that he becomes a member 
of the prestigious clique he admires as much for their beauty as for their 
intellectual capacities. When thinking of Hampden, he creates a pastoral 
image of an aesthetic haven in the following passage:

Even now I remember those pictures, like pictures in a storybook 
one loved as a child. Radiant meadows, mountains vaporous in 
the trembling distance; leaves ankle-deep on a gusty autumn 
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road; bonfires and fog in the valleys; cellos, dark windowpanes, 
snow.

[…]

Hampden College, Hampden, Vermont. Even the name had an 
austere Anglican cadence, to my ear at least, which yearned 
hopelessly for England and was dead to the sweet dark rhythms 
of the little mission towns. For a long time I looked at a picture of 
the building they called Commons. It was suffused with a weak, 
academic light – different from Plano, different from anything 
I had ever known – a light that made me think of long hours in 
dusty libraries, and old books, and silence. (TSH, 10)

His idealization of college space reads almost as what Simone Murray deems 
“fetishistic lingering over images of picturesque university buildings” (2023: 
351), out of which the concept of dark academia arises. The aesthetics 
and especially the atmospherics of the campus offer the students a chance 
of personal aesthetic (re)definition. Richard decides to run away from 
his ordinary life in the West, following his European-centric ideas about 
intellectualism and university life. In this environment, he hopes to find 
meaning, but also beauty in its most quotidian form. His pursuit of beauty 
will thus include not only changing his appearance, but also the place of 
living, searching for work suitable for a Hampden student, and his longing 
for Camilla, who will remain ever elusive and evasive, herself in pursuit of 
beauty she sees embodied in Henry, even after his death. Concerning their 
general pursuit of beauty, they will be further obsessed by Julian’s ideas 
that “art imitates nature and that mimesis, or imitation, is central to the 
creation of art” (Kleven 2023: 7). These ideas are echoes of Oscar Wilde, 
too; namely, his claims that “Art makes us love Nature more than we loved 
her before; that it reveals her secrets to us; and that after a careful study 
[…] we see things in her that had escaped our observation” but that “the 
more we study Art, the less we care for Nature” (Wilde 2020: 2). Ironically, 
Tartt’s protagonists never step away from studying art, or at least from 
what they learned while studying art. One reason for this might be that 
they perceive the college as a “set-dressing for a solipsistic performance 
of external styling rather than genuine intellectual labour” (Murray 2023: 
352). Their preoccupation with aesthetic theories and philosophy burdens 
even their infamous reenactment of pagan (Dionysian) rituals, which is 
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why they never achieve any true unity with nature, or the return to it, 
as depicted by the Romantics, for example. Furthermore, much like in 
The Picture of Dorian Gray, in Tartt’s novel there are prominent ideas that 
the pursuit of beauty involves living for beauty, or living in celebration of 
beauty, even in everyday activities. However, as these quotidian activities 
are too simple for sophisticated people like Tartt’s protagonists, they will 
be prompted to find better ways of achieving beauty in life, sadly, through 
tragedy.

3. Aestheticism, Aesthetics, and Ethics3. Aestheticism, Aesthetics, and Ethics

Focusing on Aestheticism’s insistence that beauty should be free of any 
purpose, task, or role, as well as of connections to social issues, one must 
discuss the relationship between aesthetics and ethics. This observed conflict 
is precisely the axis around which both Smith and Tartt construct their 
novels. Arguably, both authors embark from the same point, and it is what 
Thomas Docherty defines as a “contest between sense and sensibility,”	
a dichotomy that sees reason as a more potent element, whose main task 
is to “effectively regulate the senses, enabling thereby a mode of criticism 
that is geared towards truth” (2003: 25). This implies that thinking about 
the aesthetic experience is favored over the direct experience itself, which 
is perhaps why the authors choose to set their novels within academia. 
Given that Smith has admitted being inspired by Elaine Scarry, it is safe 
to say that On Beauty reflects Scarry’s ideas on the “banishing of beauty 
from the humanities in the last two decades,1” in particular because of the 
“political complaints against beauty” (Scarry 1999: 39). Andrew Bowie 
also echoes this approach, stating that art essentially is “a product of the 
bourgeois era” and that the aforementioned contest or crisis in humanities 
comes from “the revelation of the ideological nature of how art was used 
by the dominant classes to cover up social contradictions in the name of an 
illusory harmony” (2003: 69). While this argument could be contested as 
a blatant generalization, it could also be argued that the interpretation of 
art and beauty within humanities has been focusing a lot precisely on the 
social implications of injustice and discrimination omitted in the works of 

1	 Given that Scarry’s work was written in 1999, these “two decades” refer to the 1970s 
and 80s, but reading them from the contemporary perspective also confirms the detected 
trends, at least in the humanities as we know them today.
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art pertaining to a specific period. One must only think about the current 
“canceling” of novels and films such as Gone with the Wind, solely because 
they affirm bigotry and racial standards of the era, with no apparent point 
of criticism aimed at them. This further aligns with Scarry’s argument that 
“our responses to beauty are alterable, culturally shaped” (Scarry 1999: 
51), which in turn further complicates the autonomy of the aesthetic 
experience.

In Smith’s novel, this is most evident in Howard Belsey. His approach 
is eerily associative with what Bowie, drawing on Immanuel Kant and 
his universality of aesthetic judgment, describes as “the freedom of the 
subject which seeks a community of agreement with others in relation to 
its affective and other responses to art and natural beauty” (2003: 75). 
Howard sides with the overly intellectual side that claims to be aware 
of the political implications of art and mindful of how it sometimes 
may cover the social issues that a self-respecting leftist (which Howard 
proclaims to be) could not turn a blind eye to. Therefore, he takes care to 
flaunt his political and theoretical knowledge so much so that even other 
characters joke about it. For example, while thinking about the beauty of a 
rose, Claire jokes that, for Howard, it is “an accumulation of cultural and 
biological constructions circulating around the mutually attracting binary 
poles of nature/artifice” (OB, 225). He sees the danger of indoctrination 
everywhere, even in Mozart, of whom he states that he is “fine” but that he 
prefers “music which isn’t trying to fake [him] into some metaphysical idea 
by the back door” (OB, 72). This comment is even more ironic, considering 
it is made at the event in the park when the family watches a performance 
of Mozart’s Requiem, during which Howard does not actually listen to the 
music or the lyrics. His snobbish approach to art transfers as well onto his 
daughter, Zora, who is aspiring to be him, at least academically. At the same 
event, while the rest of the family is enjoying Mozart’s Requiem, Howard 
is asleep, and Zora listens to some lectures, aiming at the interpretation of 
the musical part, thus “focusing on having more of a learning experience 
than an emotional one” (Mureșan 2023: 24). Even later that evening, 
when they meet Carl, a local hip-hop artist and street poet, Howard shows 
how deeply he is burdened by his knowledge and predisposed to interpret 
everything through his academic career. While Kiki is admiring Carl’s 
beauty, Howard ponders where he knows him from. It will turn out that 
Carl only vaguely reminds him of Rubens’ painting of “the four African 
heads” (OB, 77), which itself is ironic, since it can be claimed that the main 
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(and/or only) point of reference between the two is the color of Carl’s skin. 
Certainly, it is most peculiar for an art professor to refer in this way to a 
painting he should know under the title Four Studies of a Head of a Moor 
(1614/16).

The same is true of Donna Tartt’s The Secret History. Julian and his 
students dominantly perceive beauty through an academically conditioned 
lens free of ethics. Given that they take such pride in studying the classics, 
every concept of beauty is measured against the standard pertaining to 
classical studies. The detachment from reality and any real standards of 
morality is implied from the very beginning of the novel, when Richard 
Papen muses on “the fatal flaw,” a literary concept, as something seen in 
life, as well, and he identifies his as “a morbid longing for the picturesque 
at all costs” (TSH, 5). To imply that his being an accomplice in murder is 
just a fatal flaw is relativization, to say the least; it becomes even worse 
when he calls it “l’histoire d’une de mes folies” (TSH, 5). It is, however, 
an example of how the protagonists perceive real life only within the 
context of aesthetic and theoretical standards within which they find a 
community. Like the protagonists of Smith’s novel, Tartt’s might also be 
considered to fall in line with Scarry’s interpretation of beauty (although 
they are technically its predecessors, with the novel’s being published prior 
to Scarry’s text). Particularly, they exemplify Scarry’s ideas that beauty is 
“life-affirming, life-giving,” so much so that any removal from beauty (or 
beauty from one’s life) is perceived as “a retraction of life” (Scarry 1999: 
20). Furthermore, this also resonates with Wilde’s ideas that “[o]ne does 
not see anything until one sees its beauty” and that it is only then that the 
observed object “come[s] into existence” (Wilde 2020: 18). This might 
explain why they impose aesthetic interpretation onto everything around 
them, even people. For this reason, both Bunny and the farmer they killed 
in their pagan ritual reenactment are perceived as casualties, rather than 
individuals – neither of them fit their aesthetic standards and, therefore, 
might as well not exist.

The characters’ blindness to any ethical implications of their actions is 
chilling, at best. Kleven goes as far as claiming that “ethics and education 
exist independently of one another” in Tartt’s novel and that the protagonists 
assume “roles and characteristics from each other as well as from […] 
where they draw aesthetic inspiration” (2023: 1). Furthermore, the ethical 
dilemma in this novel is problematized by another ethical dilemma. 
Namely, “[q]uestions about what is morally acceptable or responsible when 



Slađana Stamenković: Aestheticism in Zadie Smith’s On Beauty...

253

it comes to crafting and upholding an aesthetic of learning are answered 
by considering who makes ethical judgments and on what basis” (Kleven 
2023: 7). While this, too, can sound like relativization, it is indicative of the 
same strategy Howard Belsey uses in On Beauty. By defending themselves 
through furthering an intellectual debate, Tartt’s characters (both the clique 
and Julian, as their mentor) show that they genuinely do not understand 
the concepts they discuss. Their engagement with philosophical concepts 
and their real-life consequences is exposed to be only surface-level, 
because they rarely depart from ideas of aesthetic-making for themselves. 
In other words, even when they engage in discussions on ethical issues and 
moral values, they rarely consider them outside of the aesthetic context of 
pursuing beauty in life, which in itself they understand poorly. One reason 
for this blindness might lie in the fact that they create a microcosm of 
their clique, isolated both from the outside world and the remaining part 
of the college community, which “allows them to form their own concept 
of beauty which is shared by them but separate from society” (D’Aniello 
2021: 4). One might argue that this extends to their conceptualization of 
ethics and morals, as well. Moreover, this isolation might be argued to be 
the reason why they are so easily manipulated by their teacher, Julian, 
who himself shows that he does not genuinely understand what he teaches 
them, or at least that he is not aware of the entirety of the implications 
that the concepts bring. He is a representative of academia standing at the 
opposite end of Howard Belsey, for example. He is a classicist, for whom 
“Picasso is an abomination while postmodernism is summarily dismissed 
as the field of an untalented ‘swine’ of an art student” (Mills 2005: 15). 
Yet, when he discusses principles, such as the infamous Apollonian and 
Dionysian conflict, it is not clear whether he understands them completely. 
He explicitly calls himself (and his students) people of control, which might 
classify them under the Apollonian principle, but prompts his students to 
act according to the Dionysian principle and embrace exaggeration and, 
essentially, bacchanalia. 

Another example of how the members of academia do not genuinely 
understand what they engage with and/or teach is On Beauty’s Monty 
Kipps. Howard’s mortal academic enemy stands as his opponent on the 
binary axis, at first glance. Not only do they disagree on Rembrandt, but 
they also, and more importantly, disagree on the essential political stances 
they take. While Howard is a liberal leftist, Monty is a conservative. 
Whereas Howard advocates affirmative practices that might result in better 



Belgrade BELLS

254

inclusion of class-discriminated individuals, particularly those ethnically 
underrepresented, Monty insists that these affirmative practices are 
insulting and should be abolished. However, while they seem to stand on 
opposing ends of the spectrum on just about everything, the discrepancy 
between aesthetics and ethics is entirely shared. Both of them use beauty 
for their selfish purposes and regard art from an entirely intellectualized 
perspective. Monty practically abuses Rembrandt’s art to make himself a 
celebrity; he is an embodiment of academic hyperproduction, and it is 
heavily suggested that his books are written so as to attract attention from 
audiences and academic circles alike. Even his charity work seems to be 
done for exercising power, or at least so that he can impose his authority 
over another set of people. For example, when he returns from his trip 
to New York, where he sponsors a church, he and his son Michael take 
special pride in criticizing how the church has been operating, implying 
that they will restore order immediately, as they know better how things 
should be done. The most transparent fissure in Monty’s understanding of 
art, however, comes later in the novel. After his wife passes, she leaves a 
pricey painting, Maitresse Erzulie, to Kiki Simmonds, who earlier had an 
epiphanous experience with it and became inspired to change her own life 
after interacting with it. Concerned exclusively with its worth, Monty shows 
no intention of respecting his wife’s will and attempts to hide this fact, 
pretending it was never mentioned. In other words, he chooses to disregard 
ethics and blatantly lie about his wife’s wishes only because he does not 
want the valuable painting to leave his art collection. Earlier in the novel, 
when he comes to Kiki and Howard’s anniversary party, he is seen bragging 
about his art collection, which includes many works of struggling Black 
artists. Yet, his mentioning it comes across as virtue signaling, intended 
mainly as another badge of self-awarded worthiness. This especially might 
be what Itakura mentions as “the abuse of beauty” in Smith’s novel, and 
its being associated with “moral depravity and intellectual poverty” (2010: 
28). It is definitely resonant of the idea that “the abuse of beauty leads 
to ethical deterioration” (Itakura 2010: 29). Furthermore, this ethical 
deterioration and moral depravity is signaled in the novel by both Monty 
and Howard and has to do with their infidelities. The two cheat on their 
wives; Howard with Claire Malcolm and Victoria Kipps, and Monty with 
an implied (student) mistress, who is an underdeveloped character in 
Smith’s novel. As Itakura observes, the two are “only attracted to beauty 
when it ignites their lust or greed” (2010: 33–34). In Howard’s case, his 
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two affairs perfectly embody the way Aestheticism tends to separate form 
and content. With Claire, he is attracted to the idea of cheating, not to 
the woman herself, who he admittedly perceives as less beautiful than 
his wife, or even completely physically unattractive. With Victoria, on the 
other hand, he is solely attracted to her physical attributes, but even this 
fails to excite him at expected levels. The scene of their sexual encounter 
is depicted as mechanical, with Howard contemplating the implications 
of the act, rather than experiencing it as it develops. Furthermore, how 
he approaches making excuses for his affair to Kiki echoes his inability 
to experience beauty outside of his theoretical framework, completely 
liberated from any ethical consideration:

It’s true that men – they respond to beauty… it doesn’t end for 
them, this… this concern with beauty as a physical actuality in 
the world – and that’s clearly imprisoning and it infantilizes… 
but it’s true and… I don’t know how else to explain what – ”

“Get away from me.”

“Fine.”

“I’m not interested in your aesthetic theories. Save them for 
Claire. She loves them.” (OB, 207–208)

In the scene, he tries to portray himself as repenting but then proceeds to 
imply that one of the motives for his infidelity is the fact that his wife is no 
longer slim and in shape. “Well, I married a slim black woman, actually,” 
he says (OB, 207). Kiki’s failure to live up to beauty standards (set by 
the white part of society, at that, since Howard is painfully disengaged 
with Black culture) somehow becomes a sufficient excuse for his unethical 
behavior. Similarly, in The Secret History, the elusive pursuit of beauty 
becomes a sufficient excuse for murder. The reader is mockingly invited by 
the narrator to side with the characters, to wish they escape punishment 
for what they did, while the police investigate the case of Bunny’s 
disappearance. However, their posing as victims convinces no one, least 
of all the author. Tartt mocks them even by their melodramatic reactions 
to what they did. Francis attempts suicide and fails, Henry does commit 
it, but his melodramatic departure convinces no one, Camilla is left to 
chase the unattainable idea of her crush forever, never finding happiness, 
while Charles leaves their world entirely after becoming a drunk, only 
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to end up becoming – a farmer (incidentally, the profession of their first 
victim whom they dehumanized for not fitting into their aesthetic vision 
of the world). Their whole echoing of Wilde’s ideas that art is “a form of 
exaggeration” (Wilde 2020: 11) comes across as infantile and misguided. 
Most importantly, it seems to stem entirely from the separation between 
aesthetics and ethics.

4. Conclusion4. Conclusion

Both Zadie Smith and Donna Tartt depart from similar premises and seem 
to arrive at the same conclusion. Namely, both novels essentially suggest 
that the abuse of beauty and rotten aesthetics will result in ethical demise 
and catastrophe. While perhaps slightly extreme, this view might come 
as a useful cautionary tale, especially within the academic climate that 
persists to this day. The exhaustive tendencies to overly intellectualize 
conversations around beauty might as well be seen as catastrophic if there 
is no room for the actual aesthetic experience to be discussed. Furthermore, 
Smith’s and Tartt’s novels perpetuate the conversation about beauty as one 
of the essentially human points of discussion, which in the era of AI art 
and digitally enhanced images appears to be especially important. Finally, 
the relationship between aesthetics and ethics is a never-ending point of 
inspiration for art and art critics and audiences alike. While Aestheticism 
as an artistic movement might not correspond with the contemporary era, 
its basis might serve as a good starting point for the discussion of beauty 
in any given period, because the movement itself communicates with 
different philosophies and approaches to beauty and its function in human 
life and civilization.
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Abstract
The historical residue of the Victorian-era vampire is yet to release its firm grip on 
its contemporary revivals, allowing additional spaces for new historical and socio-
political insight into the effect of Marxian capitalism as “economic vampirism” 
(Morrissette 2013: 637) on fin-de-siècle nineteenth-century Gothic fiction. The 
class-consciousness of Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula and Sheridan LeFanu’s novella 
Carmilla is also yet to be comprehensively explored in terms of elucidating 
the inextricable link between Victorian vampire and industrial capital. Well-
established Marxian tropes in Dracula and overlooked in Carmilla, such as capital, 
class conflict and the bourgeois work ethic, require attention and reinterpretation; 
while undetected ones in both fictions, estrangement, animalisation, emasculation, 
factory working conditions, child exploitation, deterritorialization, call for a 
thorough examination. Furthermore, the neglected potential of female vampires 
as sanguinary capitalists within the framework of nineteenth-century political 
economy is also established in this paper. 
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1. Introduction 1. Introduction 

In his dissection of capitalist production, Marx notes that capital is “dead 
labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, and lives the 
more, the more labour it sucks” (1967: 233). His use of the vampire trope 
in deconstructing political economy comes as no surprise since vampire 
fiction was a popular literary Gothic sub-genre at the time and as Neocleous 
claims, Marx was rather fond of such horror stories (2003: 673). It is thus 
evident that the narrative of monster-as-capital(ist) dates back to the age 
of fictional vampires of the Victorian Gothic which, in turn, inspired Marx’s 
(in)famous analogy. 

While the prolific literary genre of the nineteenth-century Gothic, or 
more precisely, vampire fiction has been subjected to numerous treatments 
of an overwhelmingly psychoanalytic trajectory, efforts to historicise and 
economically classify these works have also cropped up. Once such example 
is Count Dracula’s Romantic forefather, Lord Ruthven of John Polidori’s The 
Vampyre, establishing the vampire villain as anti-bourgeois (Rogers 2000: 
ix). The haunting and feeding patterns of other literary vampires of the era, 
namely female, however, are yet to be comprehensively deciphered within 
a politico-economic framework. Therefore, the central focus of this paper 
is to apply Marx’s works of economy and political philosophy, alongside 
other pieces of thematically related literature, to a cultural materialist 
(re)interpretation of the concepts surrounding capitalist production, such 
as capital, labour, class struggle and conflict, the bourgeois work ethic, 
estrangement and animalisation, subpar working conditions in factories, 
child exploitation, deterritorialization and consumption in Bram Stoker’s 
novel Dracula and Sheridan LeFanu’s novella Carmilla. Due to the vampire’s 
cultural perseverance in contemporary political economy, relevant neo/
post-Marxist writings shall also supplement this reading.

2. Vampire and Capital2. Vampire and Capital

“To read the opening chapters of Capital is to be plunged into an 
extraordinary literary world” (Wolff 1988: 13). In fact, the introductory 
section of Francis Wheen’s Marx’s Das Kapital enumerates and elaborates 
Capital’s many literary allusions (2008: 1–9), affirming its poetic and 
intertextual aesthetic (431–44). The relationship between the literary and 
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the economic during Victorian times reveals itself as a two-way process, as 
the latter also impacted the former. For instance, Hites uncovers the fiscal 
consciousness of the Victorian novel, clearly influenced by nineteenth-
century economic theory (2016: 428–33). In addition, the author 
highlights the fact that “Victorian novels [created] the cultural climate 
around finance by portraying it as an enigmatic and malicious entity” (429) 
while money was perceived “a threat” and “object of anxiety” (431). The 
words “enigmatic”, “malicious” and “threat” do not only aptly depict the 
fictional vampire, but also prophesise its connection to political economy. 
The Gothic genre, therefore, intensified this capital-induced neurosis by 
resurrecting the vampire myth and placing it in social strata. Furthermore, 
Marx’s critique of industrial capitalism is essentially Gothic, in its jargon 
and methodology, by virtue of endowing the economic system with the 
“ability to transform matter into commodity, commodity into value, and 
value into capitalism” (Halberstam1993: 346). It was Jacques Derrida who 
brilliantly engaged with Capital’s supernatural language of currency in 
Specters of Marx, concluding that the idealisation of money is “a production 
of ghosts, illusions, simulacra, appearances, or apparitions” (1994: 56). In 
the very same section, Derrida also continues to place business, commerce, 
haunting and grave digging in close proximity. Marx’s philosophic opus, 
toiling to detangle the very essence of capitalist production, thus contains 
an overture of somewhat vague magical analogies and explanations 
that ultimately culminate in the palpable and corporeal vampire motif 
in Capital. Hence, the vampire’s roots in the occult are bolstered and 
supplemented with economic attributes, though somewhat abandoning 
the realm of superstitious imagination, to establish the blood-sucker as a 
class-conscious cog in the machine of industrial capitalism.

Gelder goes even further in enforcing an interchangeable synonymy 
between capital and vampire by stating that “[t]he representation of 
both capital or of the capitalist as vampire was […] to produce a striking 
figure defined by excess and unrestrained appetite” (1994: 22). Following 
this rationale, if a closer inspection of Marx’s allegories of capital(ism) 
is conducted, it might shed light on the defining traits of the vampire as 
a “sanguinary capitalist” (Skal 2001: 159). It is also paramount to point 
out that Marx does not make a clear distinction between capital and 
capitalist since the latter is “only capital personified” (1967: 233). Thus, 
the two will be used interchangeably throughout this paper. In 1867, in 
the wake of economic crises and overproduction, Marx prefaces the first 
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German edition of Capital slightly superstitiously, warning that alongside 
of modern evils, “a whole series of inherited evils oppress us, arising from 
the passive survival of antiquated modes of production [...] We suffer 
not only from the living, but from the dead. Le mort saisit le vit!” (1967: 
9). This excerpt contains two crucial signifiers of vampirism. Firstly, the 
adjective “antiqued” conjures up images of aristocracy and feudalism, 
commonly associated with fictional vampires. Two such typical examples 
are Sir Francis Varney of the serialised Gothic horror story Varney the 
Vampire and Polidori’s Lord Ruthven, the latter defined as “dead and yet 
not dead, as the power of the aristocracy in the early nineteenth-century 
was dead and not dead” (Punter 2013: 104). While this interpretation is 
partially justified, such choice of words might point in another direction. 
Perhaps this adjective is actually a reference to capitalism’s ancient 
inception, dating as far back as the fourteenth century (Cole, 2018) and 
long-standing tradition of exploitation. Within the context of folklore 
and Gothic tradition, is the vampire not also “antiquated”, preserving its 
immortality via the feverous exploitation of the human cardiovascular 
system? To apply the vocabulary of Mark Fisher in elucidating this peculiar 
symbiosis of life and death as quintessential to the vampire’s condition, the 
figure of the blood-sucker is a “flatline” construct (2018: 28), weakening 
the border between life and death. This argument strengthens the bond 
between vampire and capital(ist) since both deathly constructs must prey 
on the living to satisfy their gluttonous desire for accumulation of blood 
and wealth which, consequently, revitalises them as their victims perish in 
the process (McNally 2011: 140; Moretti 1983: 91). Perhaps it is Haraway 
who made the most elegant connection between vampire and capital 
by noting that “the vampire is [...] the marauding figure of unnaturally 
breeding capital, which penetrates every whole being and sucks it dry in 
the lusty production and vastly unequal accumulation of wealth” (2018: 
215). So far, the manifestation of vampirism and capitalism accordingly 
can be summarised into one disturbing image of the exploitative (un)
dead addicted to accumulation. However, the references in Capital to 
the vampiric anthropomorphisation of capital do not end here. Another 
condition of capitalism arises – the sucking of time (Godfrey et al. 2004: 
27). “The prolongation of the working-day beyond the limits of the natural 
day, into the night [...] quenches [...] the vampire thirst for the living blood 
of labour” (Marx 1967: 256). This unnatural extension of the working 
day into the night highlights the temporal consciousness of the vampire 
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as a vital component to its survival. After all, what traditional folklore 
and vampire fiction have taught us is that the vampire is the most violent, 
insatiable and cunning under the cover of night. Lastly, in other corners of 
Capital, Marx accuses capital(ism) of “thirsting after exploitation” (1967: 
769). The verb employed in this instance is quite obviously applicable to 
vampiric feeding.

From a fictional standpoint, a multitude of scholars have also, 
unsurprisingly, definitively associated Bram Stoker’s iconic Count 
Dracula with capital (Godfrey et al. 2004: 25–36; Moretti 1983: 84–94; 
Neocleous 2003: 677–84; Rickels 1999: 27). For instance, Moretti offers 
a classical Marxist reading of the novel, arguing that Dracula represents 
the bourgeoisie and monopoly capital. However, in order to offer a fresh 
take on fictional sanguinary capitalism, this paper will deviate from the 
well-established link between male vampire and capital, and attempt to 
resurrect the Marixan potential of female vampires in Victorian fiction.

3. Vampire as Capital(ist) in 3. Vampire as Capital(ist) in CarmillaCarmilla  

A host of scholars have identified in Carmilla, or vampire fiction in general, 
a whole range of socio-political motifs, including intersections of queer 
desire (Dyer 1988: 47–73), miscegenation, imperial anxiety and decay 
alongside issues of racial impurity and political turmoil of Central Europe 
(Haefele-Thomas 2012: 96–8; see also Brock, 2009), just to name a few. 
Similar, if not identical questions have been raised in Dracula as well, 
predictably overlooking the bourgeois potential of the woman-vampire. 
This and subsequent sections will thus seek to rectify this fact by bringing 
to light a number of unexplored areas of the two texts.

3.1. From Noble Mircalla to Bourgeois Carmilla3.1. From Noble Mircalla to Bourgeois Carmilla

The Gothic, supernatural re-imagination of industrial capitalism, pertaining 
to its metamorphic tendencies of vampiric inter-class transmutations, as 
seen first-hand in Dracula, likewise plagues the narrative of Carmilla. 
Nonetheless, the disposition, transformation and haunting patterns of 
the novella’s vampire protagonist disclose a unique brand of nineteenth-
century capital(ist) and its corresponding motivations. While Count 
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Dracula’s noble social status and consequent bourgeois transformation are 
only subtly implied in the novel, the shift from Carmilla’s aristocratic self 
to vampire is distinctly more tangible. The major plot twist of the novella 
lies in the anagrammatic camouflage of Carmilla’s true identity – prior 
to her vamping, she was known under her seventeenth-century alias of 
Countess Mircalla Karnstein. Carmilla’s aristocratic past is confirmed by 
our trusty narrator, Laura, who states that “her family was very ancient 
and noble” (LeFanu 1872: 34). In addition, the family’s abandoned 
dilapidated estate is depicted at the beginning of chapter 1 as comprising 
of “a quaint little church, now roofless, in the aisle of which are the 
mouldering tombs of the proud family of Karnstein, now extinct, who once 
owned the equally desolate chateau” (4). The deserted castle illustrates 
Carmilla’s present sanguinary capitalist-self, no longer occupying, either 
literally or figuratively, an aristocratic socio-cultural space. However, her 
ties to the aristocracy combat total extinction as witnessed later on in 
the story, in chapter 5. As Laura’s father reveals an inherited portrait of 
Countess Mircalla, Carmilla must quite literally face the ghosts and sins 
of her noble past. This exact scene, hence, epitomises the persistence of 
an antiquated mode of production, characterised by feudal serfdom, in 
the nineteenth-century industrial plant, and the irreconcilable conflict that 
remains between the two.

In contrast to the frugal Dracula, Carmilla’s family still clings onto 
this outdated social hierarchy, evidenced in chapter 2 where horse-
drawn carriage drivers and servants are seen in the service of her mother. 
Notwithstanding the Karnsteins’ spendthrift ways, by relinquishing her title 
of Countess and scrambling the letters in her anonym beyond recognition, 
thus abandoning her noble ancestral name of Mircalla, vampire Carmilla 
can now come into her bourgeois role and fully embody sanguinary 
capitalism of a morally dubious historical origin. This duplicitous nature 
of industrial capitalism, fossilising (lumpen)proletarian exploitation from 
times of yore, also underscores her contempt for the underclass populace 
of Styria. “I don’t trouble my head about peasants” (17), exclaims Carmilla 
while observing a funeral procession for one of her victims – a young 
local peasant girl native to the area. In accordance with this rationale, 
in a totalising fashion of the vampire, her sanguinary thirst does not 
discriminate based on socio-economic class as Carmilla’s taste for peasant, 
middle and upper-class blood is equalised. For instance, in the prologue 
to the story, Doctor Hesselius reports that upper-class Laura ultimately 
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succumbs to the incurable vampire malady provoked by Carmilla’s 
unsolicited blood-sucking, while General Spielsdorf, as a representative of 
the middle class, accuses the same offender of murdering his niece Bertha. 
Thus, despite their respective vampiric variations, Carmilla and Dracula 
essentially adhere to the same logic of totalising monstrosity and bourgeois 
sanguinary metamorphosis. 

3.2. Carmilla’s Bourgeois Necrophilia3.2. Carmilla’s Bourgeois Necrophilia

A lasting exposure to customised and reconstructed vampire folklore 
through the prolific literary genre of vampire fiction has established a 
universal truth about the blood-sucker – the vampire’s dual existence, 
fixed in limbo between life and death, necessitates a mortification of 
the living in order to prolong its own unnatural life. Conveniently, Marx 
appropriates this analogy to tackle industrial capitalism. In the existing 
literature, this link has been sufficiently explored and contextualised 
in Dracula. While Carmilla portrays an identical attraction of capital to 
death, personified in the trope of the female vampire, the nature of that 
attraction is originally distinct in LeFanu’s text. Influenced by same-sex 
desire that permeates Carmilla’s and Laura’s peculiar relationship, the 
female sanguinary capitalist does not only extract life out of labour and 
labourer, she also romanticises this process. For instance, during two of 
their abundant homoerotic episodes, Carmilla relishes in Laura’s ensuing 
death as she whispers sweet nothings in her ear: “to die as lovers may – 
to die together, so that they may live together” (47) and “darling, [...] I 
live in you; and you would die for me, I love you so” (53). The vampire’s 
musings on death are non-sequiturial and strange to her soon-to-be victim 
because her “colourless and apathetic” (LeFanu 53) face does not match 
the passion of her words. Naturally, Laura does not reciprocate such 
sentiments, which indicates the one-sided exploitative nature of their 
euphemistic unconsummated lesbian relationship, present also between 
capitalist and labourer in the framework of political economy.

Conversely, LeFanu does not merely reproduce this straightforward 
equation of capital and death. Instead, the author generates a more 
profound image in the novella which captures the interrelatedness of 
mortification and class-consciousness under industrial capitalism. In 
chapter 4, Carmilla has an exaggerated reaction to the peasant girl’s 
funeral, constantly interrupting Laura’s attempts to join in the singing of 
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a funeral hymn. “You pierce my ears”, complains Carmilla “almost angrily, 
and stopping her ears with her tiny fingers” (39). This scene contains an 
unexpected turn of events, considering the female capitalist’s proclivity 
for romanticised necrophilia. Perhaps the answer lies in unearthing the 
meaning of funeral rites and rituals. Funerals can be perceived as a 
manifestation of mourning and, as Derrida puts it so eloquently, it “consists 
always in attempting to ontologize remains, to make them present, in the 
first place by identifying the bodily remains and by localizing the dead” 
(1994: 9). Engaging with the author’s elaborate ideas, in the context of 
the scene in question, exposes the vampire’s detestation for funerals, with 
Carmilla theatrically proclaiming them a torture of “discord and jargon” 
(40). That is, sanguinary capitalism thrives on the mortification of mind 
and body, but it is threatened by its victims localising and identifying that 
same mortification. Put in Marxian terms, the proletariat can overcome 
their oppression only by firstly gaining awareness about the inequitable 
distribution of the means of production and capital. Fundamentally, the 
praxis which leads to emancipation and social change implies both action 
and theory, and this theoretical component refers precisely to acquiring 
consciousness. Going back to the novella, this is one interpretation of why 
Carmilla abhors the people of Styria engaging meaningfully with death in 
a conscious effort to locate the source of capitalist mortification. 

3.3. Capital: Vampire or Spectre? 3.3. Capital: Vampire or Spectre? 

The dangerous physicality and seductive corporeality of the male and 
female vampire have been ingrained in our shared cultural consciousness, 
thanks to Polidori’s innovative literary treatment of the monster as a 
seducer (Macdonald & Scherf 2007: 14), as quintessential to the myth. 
Resorting to that same trope, Marx’s endeavour in Capital to concretise 
the alchemy and mysticism of the voracious capitalist machine principally 
has been deemed a success by more optimistic scholars. Yet in typical 
Marxian fashion, contradictions and inconsistencies of his earlier ideas 
emerge, associating the magical with a revolutionary system of social 
organisation, i.e. communism, in The Manifesto of the Communist Party, 
predating Capital by 19 years. In the exordium of the notorious manifesto, 
Marx makes the following remark: “A spectre is haunting Europe – the 
spectre of communism” (1969: 14). However, to invert his sentiments, 
it is our understanding of LeFanu’s text that it is in fact, the spectre of 
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sanguinary capitalism that haunts Styria. In Specters of Marx, Derrida 
describes the spectre as “a paradoxical incorporation, the becoming-body, 
a certain phenomenal and carnal form of the spirit. It becomes, rather, 
some ‘thing’ that remains difficult to name: neither soul nor body, and both 
one and the other” (5). Pursuant to the author’s elucidation of the “thing”, 
Carmilla encompasses its ambiguous duality. Partially corresponding to 
Lucy Westenra’s descriptions in Dracula, LeFanu’s vampire is also vividly 
fleshy as portrayed by Laura’s keen attention to the minutiae of Carmilla’s 
appearance, namely her figure, complexion, features, and eyes (LeFanu 
1872: 32).

Furthermore, other comments about her alluring demeanour of equal 
detail are omnipresent in the accounts of Carmilla’s victims. Astonishingly, 
she is referenced to as a ghostly figure in chapter 4 (39), and towards 
the novella’s conclusion, a spectre, twice in chapters 13 and 14 (105, 
116). Hence, as the plot progresses, so do the impressions of the vampire, 
as she shifts from a physical presence to a spiritual one. This marks 
Carmilla’s simultaneous phenomenal and carnal existence which displaces 
the body and soul. Bertha’s bereaved uncle confirms this by detailing 
his niece’s terminal vampiric illness during which she was “visited by 
appalling dreams; then as she fancied, by a specter, sometimes resembling 
Millarca, sometimes in the shape of a beast” (105). It is not until the very 
last chapter that this paradoxical condition of vampirism is clarified by 
Baron Vordenburg. “A suicide, under certain circumstances, becomes a 
vampire. That specter visits living people in their slumbers; they die, and 
almost invariably, in the grave, develop into vampires” (127). Thus, the 
dependence of bourgeois vampirism on death is not diluted in the story, 
but rather reinvented and broadened. In other words, Carmilla does not 
require literal infectious teeth to extract life or accumulate blood. This 
vampiric absence of promiscuous contagion was inaugurated in Polidori’s 
tale (Macdonald & Scherf 2007: 15) and recreated in LeFanu’s. Thus, in 
accordance with capital personified as a necrophilic apparition in Marx’s 
analysis of capitalist production, the image of the sanguinary bourgeoisie 
becomes more threatening than ever, for they possess the ability to extend 
their instruments of alienating exploitation on both the physical and 
spectral plain. 

Carmilla’s spectral disposition as a source for her lack of infectious 
power conditions her susceptibility to domestication by her own prey. 
In Deleuzian and Guattarian vocabulary (1987: 232−309), she resists 
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identification with a demonic, becoming-animal due to the absence of a 
pack or natural allies in her wake. For instance, Laura describes Carmilla 
as a “sooty-black animal that resembled a monstrous cat”, stalking the 
bedroom “with the lithe, sinister restlessness of a beast in a cage” (60). 
Considering Count Dracula’s feral presence and alliances, it comes as a 
surprise to find LeFanu’s vampire associated with a cat, a family pet, instead 
of an untamed evolution of that animal. Furthermore, her Oedipalised 
domestication is accentuated by Laura figuratively placing her in a cage, 
and in so doing, distancing her from the pack as an individuated animal-
pet. Taking into account the influential research into literary responses 
of the era to the “growing awareness of women’s power and influence” 
(Senf 1988: 154), subduing women noncompliant with the high standard 
of Victorian female propriety to some reincarnation of a domestic sphere 
is not that unheard of. However, not even male-driven projects of female 
domestication can hinder the growing force of the novella’s vampire as a 
spectral monster of sanguinary capitalism. 

For Dracula to ensnare his victims and suck out their life force on 
foreign territory, he must first be invited in, as perceptively pointed out by 
Wicke (1992: 476). In chapter 11, this is why he is reported breaking and 
entering into Lucy’s bedroom interchangeably in his bat and wolf avatar 
(Stoker 1993: 119). The shattered window of Lucy’s bedroom validates 
Wicke’s argument and affirms the Count’s emblematic corporeality. In 
addition, even when he suddenly vanishes into thin air, he always leaves 
behind proof of departure, a residue or trace which is commonly described 
among the Crew as a mist or fog. In Carmilla on the other hand, the female 
vampire, due to her forceful spectrality does not adhere to the same logic 
or laws of physics. In fact, when Carmilla is on the prowl, no locked doors 
or walls represent an insurmountable obstacle. In searching for her, “[w]
e examined the windows, but they were secured […] I was by this time 
convinced that she was not in the room, nor in the dressing room, the door 
of which was still locked on this side. She could not have passed it” (71), 
deduces puzzled Laura. Her unique features as an intangible apparition, 
granted by the fluid boundaries of her bodily form1, enable Carmilla to 
invade the home uninvited, thus nullifying its presumed security. Taking 
this into account, an unprecedented, more haunting phantom threatens the 

1	 LeFanu’s idiosyncratingly fluid and hybridic vampire is a product of the author’s own 
unique brand of Victorian horror as inhuman and decorporealised, exemplified in the 
ghost-monster of his 1869 masterwork Green Tea (Miéville 2009: 118–9).
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living and the comforting social order. The female vampire-spectre chimera, 
as the ultimate bourgeois predator in the food chain of political economy, 
usurps the reigning spectrally-challenged male vampire, burdened by the 
limitations of natural law, that is, his own body. 

4. Estrangement, Emasculation and Domestication in 4. Estrangement, Emasculation and Domestication in CarmillaCarmilla

At the very beginning of the tale, Laura paints an extremely solitary picture 
of her life at the schloss. 

Looking from the hall door towards the road, the forest in which 
our castle stands extends fifteen miles to the right, and twelve 
to the left. The nearest inhabited village is about seven of your 
English miles to the left. The nearest inhabited schloss [...] is [...] 
nearly twenty miles away to the right. (LeFanu 1872: 3–4)

This physical and psychological sense of isolation is further conveyed 
through Laura’s choice of words, such as “solitary” and “very lonely” 
(3), to describe her mental state and surroundings. Intensified by the 
recent passing of her mother, Laura’s loneliness thus affects the novella’s 
narrative style and language. In a nutshell, “[m]y life was [...] rather a 
solitary one, I can assure you” (5), she confesses. Despite Laura’s anxious 
longing for visitors of any kind, Carmilla’s arrival does not remedy the 
lonely condition of the castle and its residents. As her seductive vampiric 
“power over Laura grows, so too does the alienation between the narrative’s 
men and women” (Signorotti 1996: 616). For instance, on the night of 
Carmilla’s disappearance, the bedroom of Laura’s father is so remote that 
the women’s distress calls fall on deaf ears. The alienation between the 
sexes embodied in this scene is exacerbated by vampiric emasculation that 
befalls the macho men of Styria in their ineffectual attempts to (over)
protect women (Signorotti 1996: 616). That is, in their naive gallantry, 
both the chivalrous Papa and General are tricked by the Karnsteins, pressing 
on the duty of masculine conduct (Veeder 1980: 204). Furthermore, the 
General’s vampiric emasculation culminates in his many impotent attacks 
on Carmilla in chapter 14. “He struck at her with all his forces, but she 
dived under his blow, and unscathed, caught him in her tiny grasp by the 
wrist (117). The vampire’s tiny, yet overpowering grasp cuts off the “male 
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agent [...] from his manly [hatchet]” (Veeder 1980: 205), thus invalidating 
his superior masculinity in the social hierarchy. However, what the authors 
analysing this link between alienation and emasculation have disregarded 
is its significance in political economy. In localising the estranging powers 
of industrial capitalism, Marx identifies the doublespeak underlining this 
politico-economic system where activity is lauded as “passivity, power as 
impotence, procreation as emasculation” (1993: 42). This is yet another 
unique feature of female sanguinary capitalism that does not only alienate 
individuals across social classes, but also emasculates the proletarian male 
subject. 

As demonstrated by Stoker’s novel and Marx’s Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts, alienation or estrangement is intertwined with 
animalisation or domestication as part and parcel of the capitalist mode of 
production. Accordingly, LeFanu’s novella offers comparable, yet distinct 
images of lumpenproletarian domestication. Firstly, the Karnsteins’ servants 
are viewed from an elitist upper-class perspective as “an ill-looking pack of 
men” and “ugly, hang-dog looking fellows” (LeFanu 1872: 23). Hence, apart 
from completely rendering their individual identities, they are equated 
with docile canine creatures. Furthermore, the eccentric hunchback as a 
representative of the underclass, is seen with a “rough spare dog” (42) as 
his companion. Contrarily, the feral appearance of the Styrian Quasimodo 
is accentuated by his ownership of preserved wild beasts. In observing 
the numerous peculiar items strung across the hunchback’s body, Laura 
notices “two boxes [...] in one of which was a salamander, and in other a 
mandrake. These monsters [...] were compounded of parts of monkeys, 
parrots, squirrels, fish, and hedgehogs, dried and stitched together 
with […] startling effect” (41). Regardless of his underprivileged socio-
economic status, this Frankenstein-esque taxidermy or animals represents 
an exclusively male-driven cause of taming nature and woman alike2. 
Therefore, the female sanguinary capitalist seldom if ever participates 
in such projects, for Carmilla herself confronts animalising ventures of 
men, as discussed in the previous section. Rather, the woman-vampire is 
primarily concerned with the business of alienation and emasculation. 

2	 From an ecofeminist standpoint, the parallels between the oppression of women and the 
natural world stem from the same socio-economic mechanisms of patriarchy (see Vrcelj 
& Mušanović, 2011). For more on the subjugation of woman-as-nature and vice versa 
in the affirmation of “male reason” and culture under modern capitalism and techno-
science, see Merchant, 2006 and Plumwood, 2003. 
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5. The Secular Bourgeois Ethic and Universal Capitalism 5. The Secular Bourgeois Ethic and Universal Capitalism 
     in      in CarmillaCarmilla

A The universally accepted reading of Carmilla “brings to mind a distinct 
Victorian psychiatric specification, one which ties up hysteria not just 
with femininity but with female body itself” (Stoddart 1991: 29; see also 
Veeder, 1980). Conversely, rather than merging vampirism and female 
hysteria, the novella alludes to the rationality and abstinence of a model 
industrious capitalist as inherent to Carmilla’s personality. Even in trivial 
matters, faithful to bourgeois ascetic sympathies, Carmilla exhibits a 
restrained appetite in declining indulgent food items such as chocolate or 
coffee (LeFanu 1872: 55), offered and enjoyed thoroughly by her gracious 
affluent hosts. Furthermore, her methods of haunting and preying on 
women resemble those virtuous traits of self-command, level-headedness 
and self-purpose underlining the capitalist work ethic. Her calculated 
stalking is presented as such in the Conclusion of the tale:

The vampire is prone to be fascinated with an engrossing 
vehemence, resembling the passion of love, by particular persons. 
In pursuit of these it will exercise inexhaustible patience and 
stratagem, for access to a particular object may be obstructed in a 
hundred ways. It will never desist until it has satiated its passion, 
and drained the very life of its coveted victim. (125–6)

In retrospect, LeFanu’s conception of a rational, goal-oriented woman-
vampire is unprecedented. What is more, this description showcases the 
fundamental essence of the spirit of capitalism as celebrated by classical 
economists. Only a single fit of senseless rage on Carmilla’s part is witnessed 
in chapter 4 that potentially endangers her established dexterity and cold-
bloodedness in deception. However, this manic episode subsides momentarily, 
despite the religious nature of its cause. That is, the only instances in which 
Carmilla’s wits and reason abandon her are when she is in dangerous 
proximity to manifestations of Christian divination. This hysteric outburst is 
in fact triggered by a funeral hymn, a familiar source of frustration for the 
vampire heroine. The horses swerving and overturning the carriage with 
the Karnsteins in it, at the sight of an erected stone cross in chapter 2, thus 
ceases to be a mystery either. In addition, Laura also questions Carmilla’s 
religious affiliation upon noticing her constant avoidance of evening and 
morning prayers. Our narrator often wonders “whether our pretty guest 
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ever said her prayers. I certainly had never seen her upon her knees” (59). 
Therefore, by Dracula’s aversion to objects of Christian worship, Carmilla too 
embodies a bourgeois work ethic removed from religious doctrine. In fact, 
surpassing even Dracula’s acumen, Carmilla’s sharp intellect and reasoning 
skills are backed by her knowledge of “hard” sciences, which form the basis 
for the advancement of capitalist machinery and correspondent production. 
For instance, she debunks the alleged supernatural benefits of a vampire 
repellent by dissecting it in the following way: 

you don’t suppose that evil spirits are frightened by bits of ribbon, 
or the perfumes of a druggist’s shop? No, these complaints, 
wandering in the air, begin by trying the nerves, and so infect 
the brain, but before they can seize upon you, the antidote repels 
them. That I am sure is what the charm has done for us. It is 
nothing magical, it is simply natural. (65)

Conversely, Laura and the hunchbacked vendor participate in the 
superstitious fetishization of the amulet, entrusting “cabalistic ciphers and 
diagrams” (43) engraved on it to ward off evil spirits.

In summation, LeFanu’s novella, approximating the bourgeois logic of 
Dracula, constructs a work ethic of sanguinary capitalism that renounces 
Protestant authority over the spirit of capitalism in exchange for assuming 
a more Smithian (see Barbalet, 2008), secular bourgeois work ethic 
characterised by virtues of abnegation, deferred gratification, rationality 
and self-control. The manner in which both Dracula and Carmilla embody 
this brand of secular bourgeois ethic implies the cross-national, global 
reach of capital that transcends the geographical and religious borders of 
Anglo-Irish Protestantism. 

In spite of his association with the demonic, Dracula’s ethnic 
background is still palpably discernible in the novel via numerous allusions 
to the vampire’s national identity. In fact, even when encroaching on foreign 
territory and attempting to assimilate, his ties to the motherland cannot 
and must not ever be severed, for only the native soil of Romania can 
prevent extinction overseas. Conversely, exposing the inside of Carmilla’s 
coffin depicts a much different scene. Upon desecrating her grave, instead 
of encountering cosy piles of dirt, the men find “the leaden coffin floated 
with blood, in which to a depth of seven inches, the body lay immersed” 
(123). Several authors have undertaken this scene, claiming that it 
connotes Carmilla’s own menstrual blood as a reminder of rampant female 
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sexuality (Haefele-Thomas 2012: 106) or simply, the exhaustion of “the life 
blood of pre-conjugal adolescent girls” (Stoddart 1991: 32). In opposition 
to the former and partially pursuant to the latter, the vampire’s resting pool 
of accumulated blood, life or labour signifies Carmilla’s obscure ethnic 
background and correspondent national ambivalence. “She would not tell 
me the name of her family, not her armorial bearings, nor the name of 
their estate, nor even that of the country they lived in” (34), notes Laura. 
Furthermore, the myth of Carmilla’s vampiric metamorphosis, as told by 
Baron Vordenburg in the novella’s coda, reveals “a pretended removal of 
her remains, and a real obliteration of her monument” (128) by Carmilla’s 
Moravian noble lover. Her unmarked resting place further intensifies the 
vampire’s nomadic relation to territory. In fact, it is precisely because of 
her dislocated remains that Carmilla avoids eradication over the centuries 
which, subsequently, enable her to terrorise the region, unchecked by the 
locals’ hatchets and stakes. Thus, the female vampire resists geographical 
or ethnic localisation, that is, placement within national borders. Without 
subscribing to any particular religious teachings or corresponding to 
a definitively explicit national identity, the trope of the female vampire 
becomes universally synonymous with capital. In other words, despite its 
origin in a given society or culture, the nature of capital is such that, in 
order to quench its voracious thirst, it must expand continuously to new 
countries, industries, ecosystems or markets. Capital’s robust adaptive and 
transformative power propels this expansion. It is through this process of 
assimilation and adaptation that cultural boundaries are blurred, creating 
an ambiguous, yet universal, all-encompassing entity. LeFanu’s vampire, 
for instance, having abandoned a localised aristocratic heritage, engages 
in bourgeois domination so threatening that it has no historical source or 
cultural signifiers. Hence, both female vampire and capital(ism) are equal 
in their globally totalising presence.

6. Female Sanguinary Capitalism in 6. Female Sanguinary Capitalism in DraculaDracula and  and CarmillaCarmilla

Lucy’s niche taste for children’s blood has also been the object of multiple 
scholarly investigations. For example, Demetrakopoulos suggests that 
Stoker’s female vampires, by sacrificing children to their appetites and 
directing their perverse and sexual aggression towards men, renounce 
conventional feminine roles (1977: 104–13). According to conservative 
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Victorian ideals, a proper woman would never be seen preying on and 
attacking an innocent child since such behaviour is in direct contrast to the 
expected motherly instincts and feelings in a woman. In chapter 16, Lucy’s 
soon-to-be murderer and his accomplices witness her aggressive conduct 
with one of her child victims.

With a careless motion, she flung to the ground, callous as a 
devil, the child that up to now she had clutched strenuously to 
her breast, growling over it as a dog growls over a bone. The 
child gave a sharp cry, and lay there moaning. There was a cold-
bloodedness in the act”. (Stoker 1993: 175) 

Even the weird sisters of Castle Dracula are witnessed abusing a “half-
smothered child” (34). Surprisingly, scholars have neglected to treat 
this scene of anti-motherhood, motherhood perverted, as a reflection of 
capitalist exploitation of children. As Cody notes, in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, children as young as three and older could be seen 
working shifts of up to 16 hours a day in a slew of factories and industries, 
including amongst others, the textile industry, gas works, shipyards, 
construction, match factories, nail factories, and the business of chimney 
sweeping (2019). Moreover, in 1860, a county magistrate by the name of 
Broughton Charlton reports on the working conditions in one establishment 
involved in the lace trade:

Children of nine or ten years are dragged from their squalid beds 
at two, three, or four o’clock in the morning and compelled to 
work for a bare subsistence until ten, eleven or twelve at night, 
their limbs wearing away, their frames dwindling, their faces 
whitening, and their humanity absolutely sinking into a store-
like torpor. (qtd. in Marx 1967: 243–4) 

The image of the children’s faces whitening is reminiscent of Lucy 
literally sucking the life blood out of her multiple child victims. Marx 
also condemns silk manufacturers for “spinning silk 10 hours a day out 
of the blood of little children” (1967: 293). This begs the question of why 
would a sanguinary capitalist like Lucy exploit or accumulate child labour. 
In the context of industrial capitalism, in the safekeeping of the English 
bourgeois economist, this is done for two main reasons, says Marx; for “the 
sake of their delicate fingers“ (1967: 293) and low cost of labour. Hence, 
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by prioritising maximum profit and frugality over ethics, Lucy’s appetite 
for child labour is only logical in a political economy.

In chapter 1 of the eponymous tale, Carmilla’s first appearance is 
described by six-year-old Laura, crawling into the child’s bed:

one night I awoke, and looking around the room from my bed 
[...] I saw a solemn, but very pretty face looking at me from the 
side of the bed. It was that of a young lady who was kneeling, 
with her hands under the coverlet. I looked at her with a kind of 
pleased wonder, and ceased whimpering. She caressed me with 
her hands, and lay down beside me on the bed, and drew me 
towards her, smiling; I felt immediately soothed, and fell asleep 
again. I was weakened by a sensation as if two needles ran into 
my breast very deep at the same moment, and I cried loudly. The 
lady started back, with her eyes fixed on me, and then slipped 
down upon the floor, and, as I thought, hid herself under the bed. 
(LeFanu 1872: 6)

This scene depicts a calculated attack on a wide-eyed naive girl, epitomising 
the vampire’s voraciousness for child labour. Carmilla’s preference for 
adult female blood is revealed later in the story, yet LeFanu’s decision to 
acquaint his readers with the female vampire primarily through the lens 
of a monstrous child predator must be symptomatic of lax child labour 
laws of the era which sustained the exploitation of minors in the factories. 
Conversely, in attempting to comprehend the homoerotic charge of the 
scene in question, the majority of authors have produced obsessive Freudian 
readings of Carmilla’s vampiric maternal role and sexuality in some shape 
or form (Haefele-Thomas 2012: 100–5; Michelis 2003: 15–21; Rickels 
1999: 165–6; Signorotti 1996: 611–2; Veeder 1980: 206). Their findings 
can be summarised and simplified in one statement: Carmilla “embodies 
queer sexuality and maternal evil” (Haefele-Thomas 2012: 101). Applicable 
also to Dracula, Wicke has poignantly emphasised that the vampiric 
consumption of blood is inherently a sexual act in which both victim and 
perpetrator are enthralled in sexual ecstasy (1992: 479). Carmilla’s feeding 
habits do betray an inclination towards women, solidifying the vampire 
in the story as lesbian. The unorthodox motherhood she exercises with 
Laura in her adult years also encapsulates these homosexual attributes of 
the female vampire trope, thus justifying these diversified psychoanalytic 
evaluations of Carmilla’s personality. However, as illustrated prior, the 
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choice to showcase her “queer paedophilia” (Haefele-Thomas 2012: 103) 
in preying on child Laura as an introduction to female vampirism facilitates 
alternative readings. Therefore, following the rationale of Lucy’s pattern of 
vampiric behaviour, that is feeding, Carmilla also embodies the gruesome 
potential of sanguinary capitalism in all its exploitative and ravenous glory. 

7. Conclusion7. Conclusion

The vibrant scholarly tradition in Gothic literature has engendered multiple 
diversified interpretations of the vampire’s socio-economic identity. 
While Marx’s vampiric anthropomorphisation of capital in his critique of 
political economy is limited to a fairly superficial analogy, his seminal work 
Capital is nevertheless a still pertinent foundation for Victorian literary 
treatments of female vampires as sanguinary capitalists. What Marx has 
astutely recognised as parallels between capital and vampire are a shared 
voraciousness for blood, life or labour, an addiction to accumulation 
and an uncomfortable proximity to death as a reflection of exploitative 
mortification. However, it is the fancy of Victorian vampire fiction that has 
produced a truly luscious and intricate account of the nineteenth-century 
capitalist mode of production alongside all its sins and evils.

LeFanu’s vampire embodies a distinct flavour of industrial capitalism. 
Her spectral existence exacerbates bourgeois horror, as it enables her to 
permeate and invade almost any territory. Carmilla’s ambiguous national 
identity is as a spectral as her physical body, thus extending the global 
reach of capital via national, ethnic or cultural assimilation. In contrast 
to Dracula, Carmilla is a symbol for universal capital(ism), unfettered 
by the limitations of corporeality and national borders. Furthermore, 
as a formidable representative of female sanguinary capitalism, 
indistinguishable from Lucy Westenra, she is prone to preying on innocent 
children, reflecting lax child labour laws of the century and correspondent 
exploitation of minors in manufacturing plants. Hence, Victorian woman-
vampires incorporate unique aspects of industrial capitalism divergent 
from their male variants. 

Despite the significant differences between the two main vampire 
villains of Dracula and Carmilla, Victorian literary vampirism implies 
universal qualities of capital applicable to all genders. Firstly, the occulted 
figure of the vampire sports a work ethic that exists in the realm of the 
brain and the natural rather than the superstitious or religious. Secondly, 



Mara Ruža Blažević: Female Sanguinary Capitalism in Victorian Vampire Fiction

277

Carmilla and Dracula both actively participate in the typically capitalist 
sport of estrangement, targeting each social stratum, that accompanies 
either animalisation and domestication or emasculation. Thirdly, both 
fictions demonstrate the inherited, fossilised past of slavery and exploitation 
that persists in factories and capitalist production in general through the 
vampiric metamorphosis from upper class to bourgeoisie. Therefore, the 
proposed claims solidify the Victorian sanguinary bourgeois vampire, 
female especially, as the most haunting, ultimate capitalist villain. 
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1. Introduction – The Gothic Chronotope

Donna Heiland notes, “Gothic fiction at its core is about transgressions of all 
sorts: across national boundaries, social boundaries, sexual boundaries, the 
boundaries of one’s own identity” (2004: 3). This is why Gothic literature 
is very much alive and well in the twenty-first century, although it has 
changed. Contemporary Gothic no longer relies on haunted castles and 
supernatural horrors – it has adapted to modern anxieties, often focusing 
on psychological trauma, domestic spaces, and cultural repression. One 
such example of contemporary Gothic is Sharp Objects, a 2006 debut by 
American author Gillian Flynn. Critically acclaimed and award-winning, 
the novel is a dark exploration of familial abuse, trauma, self-harm, murder, 
and bodily mutilation.

Several papers on Sharp Objects examine the novel through 
psychoanalytic (Rezaeian, Pourgharib, and Rezaei Talarposhti 2023), 
feminist (Tamir & Elfira 2021), and trauma-centered lenses (Farhani 
2023), offering valuable insights into its depiction of domestic violence, 
maternal monstrosity, and psychology of anxiety. This paper, however, 
argues for an approach which highlights how time and space are deeply 
entangled with emotional, generational, and cultural trauma in Flynn’s 
Southern Gothic landscape. Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope will be 
employed, on the grounds that “[i]n the literary artistic chronotope, spatial 
and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete 
whole” (Bakhtin 1981: 84). This raises the question of how chronotope – 
as the interplay of foundational Gothic elements, time and space – can be 
used to shape contemporary expressions of the Gothic.

To clarify the scope of this analysis, the paper examines Sharp Objects 
through a set of interrelated Gothic traditions and motifs that structure its 
employment of the chronotope. These include Southern Gothic elements 
such as regional decay, cultural repression, and communal hypocrisy; Rural 
Gothic conventions like the isolated small town, the motif of the dangerous 
outsider, and the community’s complicity in violence; and Female Gothic 
patterns of maternal domination, domestic entrapment, and inherited 
trauma. The analysis engages with several key Gothic tropes: oppressive 
weather and claustrophobic temporality, stagnant or looping time, the 
uncanny domestic space, the house on the hill as a site of repression, the 
Gothic double, and generational haunting. By outlining these traditions 
and motifs, the paper situates Sharp Objects within a broader Gothic 
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framework, demonstrating how Flynn adapts established conventions to 
contemporary anxieties.

The novel uses the Gothic chronotope – stifling weather, oppressive 
time, uncanny space, and a decaying community – to externalize 
psychological trauma and examine cultural repression. By setting personal 
and intergenerational trauma within a Southern Gothic landscape, Sharp 
Objects shows how places can both reflect and reinforce emotional harm. 
Crucially, Wind Gap is a fictional Missouri town: its decaying charm and 
oppressive atmosphere are not realist reproductions, but deliberate Gothic 
constructions shaped to contain and intensify trauma. Through this, the 
novel shows that memory, setting, and social dysfunction are closely 
connected, each sustaining and shaping the other.

Sharp Objects tells the story of Camille Preaker, a journalist living in 
Chicago who returns to her hometown of Wind Gap to investigate the 
murders of two young girls. Her assignment quickly becomes personal 
as she is drawn back into a world she had escaped. As the investigation 
intensifies, Camille is joined by Richard Willis, a detective from Kansas City 
whose outsider perspective contrasts sharply with the town’s insularity. At 
the center of these tensions is Camille’s mother, Adora Crellin, a wealthy 
and controlling woman whose obsession with appearances conceals 
emotional cruelty and psychological manipulation. Camille’s half-sister, 
Amma, whom Camille has never met, embodies a disturbing duality: at 
home she plays the obedient child, but in town she rules over a clique of 
cruel, restless girls. As Camille investigates, she begins to uncover the toxic 
undercurrents binding her family and community together. The truth that is 
uncovered is devastating. Adora, suffering from Munchausen syndrome by 
proxy, has long poisoned her daughters to keep them weak and dependent, 
killing the younger daughter, Marian, in the process. But a second horror 
lies in the revelation that Amma, too, has inherited her mother’s sickness 
– she is responsible for the recent murders, keeping the victims’ teeth as 
decoration in her dollhouse, a miniature replica of the family home. In the 
end, the novel portrays a cycle of maternal control, secrecy, and violence, 
showing that the most terrifying forms of horror can reside within ordinary 
homes and ordinary families.

Although Flynn has not publicly commented on her naming choices, 
the etymologies of the three central characters resonate closely with 
the novel’s themes. Adora derives from the Latin adorare, meaning “to 
worship” or “to adore,” an ironic echo in a narrative where maternal 
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adoration manifests as control, poisoning, and pathological need (Online 
Etymology Dictionary 2024). Amity – Amma’s full name – traces to Old 
French amité and Latin amicitia, meaning “friendship,” a gesture toward 
harmony inverted into jealousy and violence (Behind the Name 2024). 
By contrast, Camille comes from Latin camilla/camillus, referring to an 
attendant at religious rituals, reflecting her marginal yet observant role 
within family and community (Online Etymology Dictionary 2024). Critics 
have noted the pointed irony of these names, particularly Adora and 
Amma, whose associations with love and affection starkly contradict the 
novel’s depiction of maternal domination and filial rivalry (The Atlantic 
2018). While Flynn’s intent remains unconfirmed, the linguistic histories 
of these names enrich the psychological and symbolic dimensions of Sharp 
Objects.

2. Weather and Time – Claustrophobia and Stasis2. Weather and Time – Claustrophobia and Stasis

2.1. Oppressive Weather – Heat, Storm, and Psychological Pressure2.1. Oppressive Weather – Heat, Storm, and Psychological Pressure

Critics of Gothic fiction have long emphasized how natural settings and 
changing weather conditions create the mood and emotional tension that 
define the genre. From the earliest Gothic works, “bad weather” was not 
merely background but a deliberate signal of unease and transformation 
(Townshend, Wright & Spooner 2020: 45). Such meteorological disturbances 
operate as narrative cues, preparing readers for shifts in atmosphere, tone, 
or character psychology. The inclement climate, especially lightning storms 
and darkening skies became recurrent Gothic tropes that heighten suspense 
and mirror emotional turmoil (Crow 2013: 282, 400). These patterns 
reveal how weather functions as a symbolic extension of the characters 
themselves, blurring the line between external environment and internal 
experience. As Marie Mulvey-Roberts notes, even canonical examples are 
distinguished by “strong Gothic elements, such as stormy weather” (Mulvey-
Roberts 2009: 43). Across the tradition, then, atmospheric instability is 
not incidental but structural, shaping how readers interpret the unfolding 
drama. These natural phenomena also evoke the sublime, expressing both 
terror and wonder: the “overwhelmingness” of nature and its power to 
elicit awe remain vital to Gothic ambience, with the natural world itself 
providing much of the genre’s affective force (Parker & Poland 2019: 3). In 
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this sense, Gothic weather – whether continental storms, fog, or oppressive 
heat – serves as a sublime landscape that externalizes characters’ inner 
states and connects human psychology to the elemental world (Smith & 
Hughes 2013: 111). In this way, Gothic meteorology functions as both 
mood and metaphor, shaping the narrative almost as powerfully as any 
human character.

Building on Bakhtin’s idea that “time ... thickens, takes on flesh ... 
and space becomes charged and responsive” (1981: 84), the persistent 
Southern heat imagery in Sharp Objects serves as a chronotopic indicator 
of oppression and suffocation, and ultimately of emotional stasis. From 
the very first page of the novel, Flynn juxtaposes the weather in Chicago 
– where Camille has moved (escaped) to – and her childhood town of 
Wind Gap, Missouri. “It was May 12 but the temperature had dipped to 
the forties [Fahrenheit], and after four days shivering in my shirtsleeves” 
(Flynn 2006: 1), she buys a sweater rather than digging through her 
boxed-up winter clothes, highlighting the stark contrast with the warmer 
climate of Wind Gap. Upon her return to Wind Gap, Camille is immediately 
engulfed by the familiar, oppressive heat that defines the town. Flynn 
repeatedly emphasizes this suffocating atmosphere through vivid physical 
details: the Police Chief’s sweat-soaked uniform, the “jungle wet” air of 
the surrounding forest, and Camille’s own discomfort as she arrives at her 
mother’s Victorian home, drenched and self-conscious about it (Flynn 2006: 
10, 14, 29). The stifling conditions reflect not only the climate, but the 
rigid social decorum of the household – Adora refuses air conditioning in 
favor of appearances, forcing the family to “sweat the summers out” (Flynn 
2006: 213). Camille’s recollection of the house, where laundry never stops 
and linens are changed daily, reveals the family’s obsession with surface 
cleanliness as a futile attempt to suppress the body’s natural “drips and 
dank smells” (Flynn 2006: 179). The novel’s persistent attention to bodily 
fluids – sweat, blood, vomit, urine – underscores its preoccupation with the 
body, trauma, and desire in a way that seems raw and visceral. Through 
this imagery, Flynn elevates the Southern summer heat (Flynn 2006: 
91, 142) into a living presence, an extension of Wind Gap’s moral and 
emotional suffocation. In the novel, the relentless summer heat amplifies 
the claustrophobia and entrapment of small-town life. The air is heavy, 
rooms stifling, and characters perpetually drenched in sweat, finding no 
physical or psychological relief. This oppressive weather mirrors Camille’s 
inner turmoil and the suffocating dynamics of her childhood home and 
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town. The inescapable heat parallels her struggle to distance herself from 
her past and her mother’s influence, becoming a physical embodiment of 
emotional tension and decay that presses down on everyone in Wind Gap.

The second highly indicative weather trope which Flynn uses, in true 
Gothic convention, is the storm. The first mention comes the morning after 
a major confrontation with Camille’s mother, when Adora casually tells 
her, over amaretto sours, “I think I finally realized why I don’t love you” 
(Flynn 2006: 190). The narrative then aligns the gathering storm clouds 
and distant thunder with the emotional trauma Camille experienced the 
night before, describing black clouds low over the town and a sickly yellow 
sunlight that makes everything seem fragile and unnatural (Flynn 2006: 
193). Flynn maintains a sustained atmosphere of tension through recurring 
descriptions of the storm hovering over the town, creating a sense of dread 
that mirrors Camille’s inner turmoil (Flynn 2006: 218, 221). This recurring 
storm imagery amplifies the emotional and narrative suspense by delaying 
any release or resolution.

The single occurrence of rain in Sharp Objects follows immediately 
after Camille sleeps with the detective working on the case, Richard: 
“Outside, the rain began hitting the pavement like someone pissing” (Flynn 
2006: 221). The weather here is, again, analogous with the narrative – the 
rain offers a rare break in the stifling heat, just as Camille reaches for 
emotional connection through a moment of intimacy. Both, however, prove 
short-lived. The rain brings only temporary relief, while Camille remains 
emotionally numb, and Richard senses her distance. In typical Gothic 
fashion, natural elements mimic human emotion but offer no resolution. 
The rain promises renewal but does not deliver, as there is no permanent 
escape for Camille from her trauma and for Wind Gap from its decay. 
Therefore, she remains emotionally detached, and the rain fails to bring 
transformation or healing: “I left him asleep in his bed and ran through 
the rain to my car ... I drove to Garrett Park and sat in my car staring at the 
rain, because I didn’t want to go home” (Flynn 2006: 222).

Gothic chronotopes are specific combinations of time and space in 
a story which serve as key settings for major plot events to happen and 
get resolved. They help shape the story by setting action, conflict, and 
transformation in purposeful, and often symbolic environments. According 
to Bakhtin, the “chronotope is the place where the knots of narrative are 
tied and untied” (1981: 250). The weather is a remarkable manifestation 
of this fusion – it is both spatial (the setting) and temporal (season, 
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time of day). In Sharp Objects, the oppressive heat, suffocating humidity, 
looming storm clouds, and eventual rainfall all work together to create 
an atmosphere that reflects and even intensifies the characters’ emotional 
states. These elements do more than set the mood – they become almost 
active participants in the narrative, building suspense, showing inner 
turmoil, reinforcing the Gothic sense of the entrapment and decay of Wind 
Gap.

2.2. Stagnant Time – A Town Where Nothing Ever Changes2.2. Stagnant Time – A Town Where Nothing Ever Changes

Here, once again, we will turn to Bakhtin’s idea that “[t]ime, as it were, 
thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space 
becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot, and 
history” (1981: 84). In the novel time functions like trauma, because it 
loops, disorients, and traps, rather than moving forward in an orderly 
fashion. This is illustrated when Camille has a painful flashback to a time 
when she was hospitalized for self-harm. In contemporary Gothic, the 
focus on the body is stronger than ever before – bodies are displayed as 
spectacles that evoke both fascination and disgust (Spooner 2006: 63). In 
Sharp Objects, this fixation is internalized as Camille expresses her trauma 
through self-harm, carving words into her own skin (her first word was 
“wicked”) so that her body becomes at the same time a means of relief 
and a physical record of her emotional pain (Flynn 2006: 76). During 
this flashback, Camille feels “the night hanging on me like a soft, damp 
bedgown and I had a flash of the Illinois hospital, me waking up wet with 
sweat, a desperate whistle in my ear” (Flynn 2006: 233), illustrating her 
psychological distress and reinforcing the Gothic theme of being haunted 
by the past. This aligns with Botting’s observation that Gothic literature 
was thoroughly adapted to the North American context, where “domestic, 
industrial and urban contexts and aberrant individuals provided the loci for 
mystery and terror. Haunting pasts were the ghosts of family transgression 
and guilty concealment” (Botting 2005: 80).

Furthermore, time in Sharp Objects is not neutral, but saturated with 
the weight of the past and Camille’s childhood trauma. In this way, not 
only space, but time as well becomes emotionally reactive – Bakhtin’s 
“thickened” time, where “spatial and temporal indicators are fused into 
one carefully thought-out, concrete whole” (1981: 84). Camille’s trauma is 
repressed, but not resolved, so it always resurfaces. This is why she cannot 
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move forward through time in a linear fashion; instead, she exists in a 
Gothic chronotope where past and present often interchange or overlap. 
Her perception of time is fractured and frequently marked by physical 
and emotional disorientation, for example after confrontations with her 
mother, she experiences confusion and panic, at other times needing 
alcohol to steady herself (Flynn 2006: 192, 248). In this way time in Wind 
Gap becomes oppressive and cyclical, dominated by fatigue and trauma.

Even the natural world in the novel reflects emotionally charged 
temporality. Dawn, dusk, and nightfall are not neutral markers of passing 
time but are saturated with psychological meaning. Early morning light, 
for example, transforms the tree branches outside Camille’s window into 
a glowing, almost uncanny presence (Flynn 2006: 269). Likewise, “The 
moon was out, the cicadas in full jungle pulse, when Richard dropped me at 
home. Their creaking matched the throbbing between my legs where I’d let 
him touch me” (Flynn 2006: 189). These sensory impressions underscore 
the idea that Camille feels time viscerally, instead of merely noting its 
passing. In Sharp Objects, time is not just a backdrop to events because it 
carries memory, misery, and dread. In this way, the claustrophobia of both 
Camille’s inner life and Wind Gap is intensified.

Finally, there are some curious instances of Flynn using time to depict 
Wind Gap as a chronotopic setting where time feels frozen or cyclic, aligning 
with Camille’s inability to move forward. At one point in the novel Flynn 
uses a visual of an elderly man across the street walking slowly to spotlight 
the oppressive, stagnant nature of time in Wind Gap. During Camille’s 
conversation with the Police Chief, the man’s movement in the background 
creates a subtle but strong sense of temporal repetition and decay: “Across 
the street, an elderly man clutching a carton of milk was shuffling half-
steps toward a white clapboard house” (Flynn 2006: 55–56). By the time 
the conversation ends, “In answer, Vickery lit another cigarette, walked off. 
Across the street, the old man had just reached his top step” (Flynn 2006: 
58). This small detail, where time seems to drag with little progress, adds 
an uncanny layer to the scene, stressing the town’s sense of stagnation and 
timelessness.

Time becomes oppressive in Wind Gap not only through atmosphere, 
but through arbitrary social customs that reinforce control and guilt. Camille 
notes this when she tries to order a drink and is met with disapproval: “I asked 
for a beer, which brought forth a mighty pause. Kathy glanced back over 
her shoulder at the clock on the wall” (Flynn 2006: 135). The restaurant’s 
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enforced drinking hour reveals how arbitrary and guilt-inducing the town’s 
rules can be, as Camille observes that the chosen hour seems designed less 
for logic and more to make patrons feel judged (Flynn 2006: 136). When 
visiting one of her mother’s friends, Camille reflects on the town and its 
inhabitants, noting the repetitive lives of women who never left, trapped 
by complacency, inherited habits, and narrow social expectations (Flynn 
2006: 254–55). This suffocating repetition of Southern social rituals and 
gender roles defines Wind Gap’s stagnant temporality. Time in the town 
loops endlessly, sustained by inherited conventions, leaving little room for 
change. In this way, Wind Gap functions as a chronotopic embodiment of 
trauma, a place where the past continually intrudes on the present, and 
any sense of escape is temporary.

3. The Gothic Home – Domestic Space as Site of Trauma3. The Gothic Home – Domestic Space as Site of Trauma

3.1. The House on the Hill3.1. The House on the Hill

The second part of the chronotope equation is, naturally, the space, 
and the “malevolent aristocrats, ruined castles and abbeys and chivalric 
codes dominating a gloomy and Gothic European tradition were highly 
inappropriate to the new world of North America. They were too far 
removed to have the same significance or effects of terror” (Botting 2005: 
75). Because North America lacked the medieval ruins, castles, monasteries, 
and feudal relics that shaped the European Gothic imagination, American 
writers had to develop alternative spatial and symbolic vocabularies. As 
early as Charles Brockden Brown, authors argued that European castles 
and superstitions were ill-fitted to American realities, insisting instead 
that the true sources of terror lay in the dangers and uncertainties of the 
American landscape (1928: xxiii). The classic conventions of European 
Gothic fiction, such as its aristocratic lineages, centuries-old legends, and 
material traces of a feudal past, were fundamentally incompatible with 
the moral and cultural landscape of the New World (Murphy 2013: 4). 
This incompatibility made a simple transplantation of European Gothic 
conventions both artistically and culturally ineffective. Lloyd-Smith explains 
that Americans could not rely on the architectural or historical remnants 
that made European settings so suitable for Gothic atmospheres, since the 
national landscape appeared “inherently resistant” to such imported forms 
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(2004: 26). Consequently, American Gothic emerged not through simple 
imitation but through a reconfiguration of Gothic space that responded 
to distinctly American pressures and conditions. Brown reinforced this 
point by claiming that American writers had “no apology” if they ignored 
these native sources of fear, suggesting that a genuinely national Gothic 
had to grow from its own environments and anxieties (1928: xxiii). 
Therefore, mountains teeming with bandits were substituted with dark 
woods, subterranean rooms and corridors of a monastery were substituted 
with wilderness and the city, and the castle with a house (Lloyd-Smith 2004: 
4). This shift redirected Gothic terror inward, relocating fear from ancient 
architectures to the psychological and familial spaces of everyday life. “The 
house, not the castle, becomes the site of trauma; its terror deriving from the 
familiar inmates instead of some external threat” (Lloyd-Smith 2004: 75).

Here too, the role of the European castle is taken by the house, and 
Flynn’s novel is abundant with spatial imagery and Gothic symbolism. Upon 
arriving to her mother’s “massive house” which is in “the wealthy section” 
of Wind Gap, Camille remarks that “the house is at the very top of a very 
steep hill” (Flynn 2006: 28). This positions the house as both fortress and 
trap, and Botting notes that “the disintegration of the normal and familiar 
in Southern Gothic signals the decay of family and culture” (Botting 2005: 
104) and is centered on houses. This particular house is not a European 
Gothic castle, but it is teeming with Gothic imagery. As Lloyd-Smith notes, 
early Gothic fiction relied heavily on medievalist settings – ancient stone 
structures marked by “elaborate… arches, buttresses, passageways, and 
crypts,” forming a characteristic setting filled with hidden corridors, 
trapdoors, and labyrinthine spaces (2004: 7). These architectural features 
became some of the most recognizable signifiers of the European Gothic 
tradition. In Sharp Objects, Flynn reworks this convention: although Adora’s 
house lacks these medieval remnants, it nevertheless replicates the effect 
of secrecy, enclosure, and claustrophobic complexity:

An elaborate Victorian replete with a widow’s walk, a wraparound 
veranda, a summer porch jutting toward the back, and a cupola 
arrowing out of the top. It’s full of cubbyholes and nooks, curiously 
circuitous. The Victorians, especially southern Victorians, needed 
a lot of room to stray away from each other, to duck tuberculosis 
and flu, to avoid rapacious lust, to wall themselves away from 
sticky emotions. Extra space is always good. (Flynn 2006: 28)
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Adora’s house, ornate and genteel, should be safe – but it is a site 
of poisoning, manipulation, and domestic abuse. The house becomes a 
quintessential American Gothic space: a domestic interior whose beauty 
conceals psychological terror, and whose proper behavior and refined 
routines enable rather than prevent harm. The trope of the house on the 
hill is mentioned once more, nearing the end of the novel, this time in even 
more explicit terms: “Gayla was standing at the door, a watchful ghost at 
our house atop a hill. With a flicker she was gone” (Flynn 2006: 300). The 
hill, the architecture of the house, the closed doors, ornate rooms, and 
suffocating luxury all mark the Crellin mansion as central Gothic space: 
elegant, decaying, oppressive. A space that should be nurturing but instead 
becomes threatening – “the home ... could be a prison as well as a refuge” 
(Botting 2005: 84).

3.2. 3.2. The UnheimlichThe Unheimlich – The Familiar Made Frightening – The Familiar Made Frightening

Building on the Gothic qualities of the Crellin home, this section introduces 
the concept of the uncanny (Freud’s Unheimlich), which describes 
something at once familiar and strangely alien, and thus unsettling. 
Freud explains that the uncanny “is in reality nothing new or alien, but 
something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has 
become alienated from it only through the process of repression” (1955: 
241). The uncanny spaces in the novel do not just frighten – they show 
how environments, and especially domestic ones, can conceal emotional 
and physical violence. This is key to modern Gothic, and particularly to 
Southern Gothic, where there is “the sense of a grotesque, irrational and 
menacing presence pervading the everyday” (Botting 2005: 104). The 
uncanny domestic space ominously comes to life when Camille returns 
home one day: “Alan, Adora, and Amma were all gathered in the living 
room when I returned. The scene was startling, it was so much like 
the old days with Marian. Amma and my mother sat on the couch, my 
mother cradling Amma – in a woolen nightgown despite the heat – as she 
held an ice cube to her lips” (Flynn 2006: 73). Adora’s house perfectly 
meets the definition of the uncanny – a place meant to be nourishing yet 
transformed into a space of hidden cruelty through years of repression. 
Another uncanny “scene” – as Camille refers to them – occurs late in the 
novel, again when she comes back to the house one evening: “They all sat 
still as actors before curtain. Scene: Suppertime. My mother poised at the 
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head of the table, Alan and Amma to each side, a place set for me at the 
opposite end” (Flynn 2006: 300–301). Freud writes, “The ‘uncanny’ is that 
class of the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long 
familiar” (1955: 220), a description that captures the emotional tension 
of Camille’s return to her childhood home – something intimately familiar, 
now filled with latent menace.

The uncanny power of the home lies not only in the emotional 
atmosphere, but also in its carefully maintained, almost theatrical interior. 
Spaces are preserved like shrines to an idealized, controlling past. Other 
than Marian’s room, Adora’s bedroom, in particular, reflects this: “A 
gorgeous room: canopy bed the size of a ship, vanity table studded with 
frosted perfume bottles. A floor so glorious it had been photographed by 
several decorating magazines: Made from pure ivory, cut into squares, 
it lit up the room from below” (Flynn 2006: 88). The room functions 
as a symbol for the uncanny – how something familiar (home, mother, 
femininity) becomes terrifying. Amma later echoes this devotion with a 
disturbingly detached admiration when she says she likes their house: “I 
like her room. The floor is famous. I saw it in a magazine one time. They 
called it ‘The Ivory Toast: Southern Living from a Bygone Time.’ Because 
now of course you can’t get ivory. Too bad. Really too bad” (Flynn 2006: 
234). This is the moment when the domestic space reveals itself as a stage 
setting the tone for Flynn’s next uncanny structure: Amma’s dollhouse, a 
grotesque miniature of this same haunted world.

3.3. Amma’s Dollhouse as a Miniature Gothic Double3.3. Amma’s Dollhouse as a Miniature Gothic Double

Camille first meets her half-sister well into the novel, after spotting her a 
few times in town: “Outside on the porch I saw a changeling. A little girl 
with her face aimed intently at a huge, four-foot dollhouse, fashioned to 
look exactly like my mother’s home” (Flynn 2006: 53). Amma’s prized 
possession, her dollhouse, is a literal and symbolic double of Adora’s 
mansion – a meticulously recreated miniature, reproduced to the very 
smallest detail. The uncanny nature of the dollhouse lies in its obsessive 
accuracy and eerie lifelessness – it replicates a larger space that is already 
emotionally sterile, except for maternal abuse, amplifying its horror. Every 
room is a frozen echo of Amma’s lived reality, reinforcing the idea that 
trauma in Sharp Objects is cyclical, preserved, and hidden in plain sight. At 
the end of the novel Camille realizes that Amma was the one who killed 
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the two little girls in Wind Gap, and she finds confirmation in the most 
gruesome evidence: 

I swept out the contents of the dollhouse room by room, smashing 
my little four-poster bed, Amma’s daybed, the lemon yellow 
love seat. Once I’d flung out my mother’s big brass canopy and 
destroyed her vanity table, either Amma or I screamed. Maybe 
both of us did. The floor of my mother’s room. The beautiful 
ivory tiles. Made of human teeth. Fifty-six tiny teeth, cleaned and 
bleached and shining from the floor. (Flynn 2006: 315)

A central question, as in many similar cases, is why the killer would retain 
such incriminating evidence of their crimes. Murphy argues that these 
objects serve a symbolic or totemic function, acting as monuments to the 
fixity and arrested development that are key characteristics of backwoods 
horror and the Rural Gothic more broadly (2013: 172).

Mirroring the doubling of the dollhouse as the mansion, Camille 
and Amma function as psychological doubles. They embody a different 
response to the same oppressive environment: “You’re Camille. You’re 
my half sister. Adora’s first daughter, before Marian. You’re Pre and I’m 
Post” (Flynn 2006: 54). Camille turns her trauma inward, expressing it 
through self-harm, repression, and escape. Amma, on the other hand, 
externalizes it through performance, manipulation, and eventually, 
violence. Freud’s notion of the double helps illuminate this relationship: 
the double is uncanny because it revives old, buried parts of our psyche 
that we thought we had outgrown – but haven’t (1955: 236). Amma 
is not just Camille’s half-sister, but a dark, distorted mirror, embodying 
what Camille fears she might have become under different circumstances. 
Camille recognizes a troubling contrast between them: where she turned 
inward and harmed herself when distressed, Amma directs her pain 
outward, hurting others (Flynn 2006: 194). This doubling allows Camille 
to confront both her past self and her repressed impulses, generating an 
uncanny emotional tension.



Belgrade BELLS

294

4. Rural Gothic Space4. Rural Gothic Space

4.1. Decaying Community and Cultural Hypocrisy4.1. Decaying Community and Cultural Hypocrisy

“The isolated rural community – be it the cabin in the woods, lonely 
farmhouse, or a small town in the middle of nowhere – is seldom left 
in peace for long. Sooner or later, internal pressures will cause a violent 
implosion” (Murphy 2013: 58). Wind Gap, Missouri, is just such a 
community – a small town in the middle of nowhere. While Wind Gap 
maintains basic infrastructure, its size and spatial characteristics align 
more closely with rural classification than with an urban or even semi-
urban environment. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s current 
delineation, rural areas are defined as “open country and settlements with 
fewer than 2,000 housing units and 5,000 residents” (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture). Wind Gap, with about two thousand people (Flynn 2006: 4), 
fits within this demographic threshold. Its physical landscape reinforces 
this: the region is described as “ominously flat – miles of unmajestic trees 
broken only by [a] thin strip of highway,” and the tallest building is merely 
three stories (Flynn 2006: 8). These features support the argument that 
Sharp Objects draws on Rural Gothic conventions, both in population scale 
and environmental isolation.

At one point Camille’s editor makes an off-hand remark that Wind Gap 
is a Southern town. “I pointed out Missouri was technically the Midwest 
and he snickered at me. And I’m technically middle-aged, but tell that to 
poor Eileen when she has to deal with my bursitis” (Flynn 2006: 178). In 
this way Flynn set the town and the novel unequivocally in the Southern 
Gothic tradition. Camille describes the town in no flattering terms: “It’s one 
of those crummy towns prone to misery: A bus collision or a twister. An 
explosion at the silo or a toddler down a well” (Flynn 2006: 4), immediately 
presenting Wind Gap as a place defined by disaster and misfortune. Even 
its institutions seem frozen in decline – the high school “was founded in 
1930, Wind Gap’s last cough of effort before sinking into the Depression” 
(Flynn 2006: 20), suggesting that the town’s best days are long behind 
it. The local pig factory only adds to this grim portrait: “constant screams 
– frantic, metallic squeals – drive most of the workers to wear earplugs, 
and they spend their days in a soundless rage. At night they drink and 
play music, loud” (Flynn 2006: 62), a glimpse into the daily violence and 
frustration that defines certain rural labor. Alcohol becomes both escape 
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and symptom: “Luckily everyone drinks in Wind Gap, so we have all those 
bars and more. We may be small, but we can drink most towns under the 
table” (Flynn 2006: 104). In this kind of a town, drugs naturally follow 
alcohol: “Skinny arms with scabs and a face full of acne. Meth. Missouri 
is the second-most addicted state in the Union. We get bored down here, 
and we have a lot of farm chemicals” (Flynn 2006: 223). All of this paints 
Wind Gap as a microcosm of Southern Gothic, it functions as a decaying, 
conservative environment resistant to change, shaped by tradition, secrecy, 
and denial, while on the surface being charming, respectable, and orderly.

According to Murphy there are “[t]wo key (and interconnected) 
tropes found in Rural Gothic texts that focus on community – that of the 
difficult parent-child relationship and that of the small town which hides 
a terrible secret” (2013: 52), and Flynn exploits both. In Sharp Objects, 
the town of Wind Gap plays an active role in perpetuating trauma by 
choosing to ignore signs of abuse and prioritizing appearances over truth. 
Schoolteachers, medical professionals, and neighbors all look the other 
way, allowing all kinds of cruelty, including Adora’s abuse, to go unchecked. 
This reflects a core element of Southern Gothic, where seemingly polite, 
orderly communities hide grotesque realities beneath the surface. Just like 
a Gothic castle that conceals its dungeon, Wind Gap’s society masks a deep 
moral rot. This is illustrated in two extreme examples involving sexual 
abuse. When Camille was in school, a classmate of hers was sexually 
abused while other students watched, and when the teacher found out, 
the students had to apologize. The detective from Kansas City asks Camille 
if they had to apologize to the girl: “No, the girl had to apologize too, to 
the class. ‘Young ladies must be in control of their bodies because boys are 
not’” (Flynn 2006: 139). The second instance is when Camille describes 
how “four or five guys had sex” with a drunk eighth-grader, “kind of passed 
her around” (Flynn 2006: 139). The detective indignantly comments: 
“I’m surprised she wasn’t made to apologize for allowing them to rape 
her in the first place” (Flynn 2006: 140). But, as Camille at one point 
quips, “That’s Wind Gap. We all know each other’s secrets. And we all use 
them” (Flynn 2006: 92–93). These examples underscore how Wind Gap’s 
community functions as both shield and enabler. The town’s social bonds, 
instead of offering protection for victims, facilitate the concealment and 
normalization of abuse. Murphy observes that a “close-knit community in 
the American wilderness so often becomes the setting for narratives in 
which the assumption that communal bonds will bring safety is violently 
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undermined” (2013: 50). In Sharp Objects, Flynn illustrates this perfectly: 
Wind Gap’s intimacy and familiarity allow secrets to fester, creating a 
culture where appearances are preserved at the expense of truth. The result 
is a town that is outwardly cohesive but morally fractured, a hallmark of 
Southern Gothic storytelling.

4.2. The Dangerous Outsider Trope4.2. The Dangerous Outsider Trope

Another motif of the Rural Gothic that Flynn employs is that of the 
dangerous stranger, highlighting the tension between the established 
community and the outsider – a dynamic Murphy identifies as a defining 
feature of the Rural Gothic (2013: 19). Throughout the novel, as the 
police investigation into the murders of two young girls unfolds, there are 
multiple mentions of the dangerous outsider. One of the residents shares 
his theory with Camille: “Some loony, some crazy man musta done it. Some 
guy rides through town, forgot to take his pills, voices are talking to him. 
Something like ‘at” (Flynn 2006: 16). From the Police Chief, Camille learns 
that the detective from Kansas City suspects the killer might be “some 
crazed hitchhiker dropped off the road here” (Flynn 2006: 56), reinforcing 
the town’s eagerness to locate evil outside its own borders. Later, reflecting 
on the investigation, Camille revisits this idea, wondering if Richard Willis 
truly believes in “the hitchhiker theory,” since Wind Gap lies near “a major 
trucking route to and from Memphis,” though, as she notes, “nine months 
is a long time for a stranger to go unnoticed” (Flynn 2006: 90).

Flynn uses the motif of the dangerous outsider to show the town’s 
desire to displace blame and preserve its illusion of moral order. The 
townspeople cling to the belief that the murderer must be a stranger, 
someone passing through, unconnected to their tightly knit community. 
This need shows a deep fear that evil could come from within, which 
would challenge their self-image and force them to confront the darkness 
in their own traditions. As one character bluntly puts it: “‘You know how 
it is. He’s from out of town … People would like it to be him, because 
then that means this evilness didn’t come from Wind Gap. It came from 
outside’” (Flynn 2006: 199).
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5. The Return of the Repressed – Temporal Haunting 5. The Return of the Repressed – Temporal Haunting 
    and Generational Trauma    and Generational Trauma

“From its beginnings, Gothic fiction takes the form of a family romance 
in which paternal figures assume a variety of guises: tyrants, impostors, 
murderous, rapacious villains, ghostly revenants” (Botting 2008: 31). 
Flynn, however, rethinks this trope and modernizes it. In the novel the 
father is absent: “I’ve long since given up trying to discover anything about 
my dad; when I picture him, it’s a generic ‘father’ image” (Flynn 2006: 121) 
because Adora refused to tell Camille anything about him. On the other 
hand, Camille’s stepfather to her is a stranger with whom she exchanges 
pleasantries when they meet in the hallway, even though they had lived 
together since she was a baby. This can also be traced back to her mother, 
who deliberately keeps emotional distance between family members, 
ensuring that every relationship in the house depends on her authority 
and control (Flynn 2006: 96). As is apparent from these anecdotes, “the 
mother” features prominently in the novel. Not only that, but Flynn casts 
her as Botting’s “tyrant, murderous, rapacious villain”, subverting the 
traditional roles of early Gothic literature by placing maternal power at 
the center of horror.

Juliann Fleenor reads female Gothic as a form focused on a “conflict 
with the all-powerful devouring mother” (qtd. in Heiland 2004: 58). In 
Sharp Objects Adora embodies this figure in extreme form, suffering from 
“Munchausen by Proxy. The caregiver, usually the mother, almost always the 
mother, makes her child ill to get attention for herself … You got MBP, you 
make your child sick to show what a kind, doting mummy you are” (Flynn 
2006: 293). Camille was devastated by the realization that her mother 
poisoned both her and her sister Marian throughout their childhood:

When I was a child, I remember my mother trying to prod me 
with ointments and oils, homemade remedies and homeopathic 
nonsense. I sometimes took the foul solutions, more often 
refused. Then Marian got sick, really sick, and Adora had more 
important things to do than coaxing me into swallowing wheat-
germ extract. Now I had a pang: all those syrups and tablets she 
proffered, and I rejected. That was the last time I had her full 
attention as a mother. (Flynn 2006: 74)
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When the detective finally arrested Adora, among other things, the 
following was found in her drawer: anti-malarial pills, industrial-grade 
laxative, anti-seizure tablets, ipecac-syrup, horse tranquilizers (Flynn 
2006: 308-309). Camille survived only because Marian was the more 
submissive and therefore preferable patient. As Adora wrote in her diary 
from that time: “I’ve decided today to stop caring for Camille and focus on 
Marian. Camille has never become a good patient – being sick only makes 
her angry and spiteful. She doesn’t like me to touch her. I’ve never heard 
of such a thing. She has Joya’s spite. I hate her. Marian is such a doll when 
she’s ill, she dotes on me terribly and wants me with her all the time. I love 
wiping away her tears” (Flynn 2006: 309).

Adora’s cruelty is not an isolated phenomenon but part of a legacy 
of generational trauma passed down from her own mother, Joya. The 
emotional violence Camille and Marian suffered, and Amma is suffering in 
the present, is revealed as a continuation of patterns deeply rooted in the 
family’s maternal line. Adora herself admits to the emotional void left by 
her mother: “You remind me of my mother. Joya. Cold and distant and so, 
so smug. My mother never loved me, either. And if you girls won’t love me, 
I won’t love you” (Flynn 2006: 190). This statement reveals not only Adora’s 
unresolved pain but also her twisted logic – passing on the very lack of love 
she suffered. This inherited familial trauma sits at the heart of the novel’s 
Gothic horror: “The trope of the family (either nuclear or extended) that 
violently turns against itself is one that recurs time and again in the nation’s 
horror and Gothic texts. So too does the theme of conflict between the older 
generation and their successors” (Murphy 2013: 52).

Catherine Spooner observes that in Gothic texts “the past is a site of 
terror, of an injustice that must be resolved, an evil that must be exorcised” 
(2006: 18). This idea resonates throughout Sharp Objects, where the past 
continually resurfaces as a source of dread and corruption. The wounds of 
previous generations (Joya’s emotional neglect and psychological sadism 
and Adora’s cruelty) reappear in Camille and Amma, showing how the 
family’s history refuses to remain buried. The novel embodies Spooner’s 
claim that the past “chokes the present,” stifling the possibility of progress 
or healing and preventing any escape from inherited pain (2006: 18). 
Therefore, Wind Gap itself becomes haunted not by ghosts, but by the 
weight of memory and repetition, where each generation is forced to relive 
the traumas of the one before.
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After Adora’s arrest, Camille takes Amma into her care, back to Chicago, 
trying to break the cycle of violence and offer the kind of nurturing both of 
them were denied. But when Amma is revealed to be the murderer of the 
young girls, Camille is forced to confront a terrifying possibility – that the 
darkness may not have ended with Adora. The novel’s chilling final lines 
reveal her deepest fear:

Sometimes I think about that night caring for Amma, and how 
good I was at soothing her and calming her. I have dreams of 
washing Amma and drying her brow. I wake with my stomach 
turning and a sweaty upper lip. Was I good at caring for Amma 
because of kindness? Or did I like caring for Amma because I 
have Adora’s sickness? I waver between the two, especially at 
night, when my skin begins to pulse. Lately, I’ve been leaning 
toward kindness. (Flynn 2006: 321)

Camille’s uncertainty echoes the core ideas of Sharp Objects – that the most 
terrifying legacies are not only inherited but internalized, and that Gothic 
horror often lies not in the monstrous other, but in the familiar self.

6. Conclusion6. Conclusion

Gillian Flynn evolves the Gothic tradition for the twenty-first century 
by making trauma, instead of the supernatural, the central source of 
horror. This paper has shown how the novel uses the Gothic chronotope 
– overbearing weather, oppressive time, uncanny space, and a decaying, 
complicit community – to give shape to Camille’s psychological trauma 
and to expose layers of cultural and generational repression.

In Sharp Objects, the weather is more than background, it acts as a 
barometer for emotional tension and psychological disturbance. The heavy, 
oppressive Southern heat mirrors the stifling atmosphere of Wind Gap, 
where secrets fester and trauma is left unspoken. Camille’s return home is 
marked by sweltering days and stormy skies, a physical manifestation of her 
rising anxiety and the town’s suppressed violence. In this way, the weather 
becomes another extension of the Gothic chronotope: an emotional climate 
that presses in on characters and reflects their inner turmoil.

The novel makes time oppressive by saturating the present with the 
weight of Camille’s traumatic past. Temporal stagnation is seen in Wind 



Belgrade BELLS

300

Gap’s arbitrary rules, moments where time seems unnaturally suspended, 
and the repetitive rhythms of daily life that offer no real progression or 
escape. Trauma causes past and present to blur because memories intrude 
into the present, bending chronological order into emotional repetition. 
Time loops back on itself, with unresolved pain continually resurfacing, 
making healing nearly impossible. These moments highlight how time in 
Wind Gap feels distorted, heavy, and suffocating.

Uncanny space plays a central role in destabilizing domestic comfort. 
Adora’s house, meant to be a sanctuary, is filled with emotional violence 
and physical control. The uncanny quality of the home culminates in 
Amma’s dollhouse, a perfect replica of the real house, complete with the 
ivory floor, a symbol of both obsessive control and generational trauma. 
This eerie replication evokes Freud’s concept of the double, showing how 
trauma is repeated and internalized. The decaying, complicit community 
of Wind Gap is not just a backdrop – it is an active participant in sustaining 
repression and silence. From teachers to law enforcement, townspeople 
ignore signs of abuse and prioritize surface-level respectability. The 
trope of the dangerous outsider recurs frequently in the townspeople’s 
conversations, revealing their collective desire to project evil onto 
someone beyond their community. This impulse to project guilt reflects 
a larger theme in Southern Gothic fiction, where politeness masks 
grotesque behavior, and the town itself becomes a character complicit in 
the horror.

By fusing space, time, and weather into a charged emotional landscape, 
Sharp Objects brings the Gothic chronotope into a contemporary setting. 
The novel shows that horror does not require ghosts or castles, because 
trauma, repression, and inherited violence haunt homes, routines, and 
relationships. Flynn’s work proves that modern Gothic horror lives not in 
the supernatural, but in the intimate, the mundane, and the domestic. In 
this way the author reimagines classic Gothic conventions: the haunted 
house becomes a site of maternal abuse, the small town a suffocating 
echo chamber of silence and appearances, and the passage of time a 
cycle of inherited pain. Space and time in Sharp Objects are not passive 
settings but emotionally charged forces that mirror and magnify internal 
suffering.
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1. Introduction1. Introduction

That knowledge and power are inextricably linked has been a fundamental 
truth since ancient times. The inequality that can be observed when 
two parties involved in a matter are not privy to the same information 
inherently results in a power imbalance. In a broader sense, numerous 
power imbalances between groups bring about social stratification and, by 
extension, the division between high and popular culture. Thus, cultural 
theorist John Fiske (2010) understands popular culture as being rooted 
in power dynamics, simultaneously perpetuating and opposing them, 
and representing the disenfranchised classes of society. However, while 
a hierarchy may be difficult to overcome, finding oneself in the midst 
of a society that seems to have discarded the very notion of order and 
centeredness is an even more dire predicament. Having undergone several 
seismic shifts in the span of a single century, the contemporary Western 
world appears to have reached a state of pervasive postmodernism and 
rampant consumerism, i.e. the dispelling of cultural myths, grand national 
narratives, and the concept of objective truth paved the way for materialism 
and meaninglessness to supplant those pillars of the old world, as flawed 
as they might have been. Resembling the spirit of deconstruction, late 
capitalism prioritizes the process over the result, but instead of rejoicing in 
the plethora of possible readings and opportunities for meaning-making, 
the average postmodern consumer finds themselves in a continuous cycle 
of compulsive shopping, emotional emptiness and social alienation. It is in 
such a decentered and desensitized world that Chuck Palahniuk situates 
the nameless protagonist of his 1996 debut novel, Fight Club.

In the three decades since its publication, Fight Club has become a 
pop culture staple, an artifact whose plot and, perhaps more famously, 
twist reveal have been ingrained in the public consciousness arguably 
as deeply as the plot twists of The Empire Strikes Back (1980) and The 
Sixth Sense (1999), owing chiefly to David Fincher’s 1999 film adaptation. 
Reflecting on the film’s twenty-fifth anniversary, Bradshaw (2024) and 
Arafeh (2024) both proclaim that Fight Club (1999) not only captures the 
spirit of the 1990s, but also acts as a precursor to contemporary trends like 
hypermasculine social media influencers. Arafeh (2024) thus posits that 
social media has only exacerbated the societal and individual anxieties 
present in the film and praises the continued relevance and applicability 
of its criticism, as well as its memorable writing. Bradshaw (2024) even 
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speculates that Fincher’s film heralded the era of superhero blockbusters to 
a certain extent. In this regard, Fight Club occupies a unique position, which 
is worth investigating: not only is its premise predicated on quintessential 
elements of popular culture, but it has also gone on to have a life of its 
own, producing new trends and artifacts. Due to this dual nature, Kravitz’s 
(2004) comparative study of Fincher’s Fight Club (1999) and Christopher 
Nolan’s Memento (2000) concludes that the former’s proclaimed attempt 
to subvert is itself subverted by its existence as a Hollywood blockbuster, 
a cog in the larger capitalist machine. The argument here is that abiding 
by the rules of capitalism, both in-universe and on a meta level in relation 
to the film industry, underlines the film’s artificiality and undermines its 
acuity, ultimately playing into tried-and-true tropes. Further developing 
these ideas, Bishop (2006) highlights the sharp differences between 
Palahniuk’s and Fincher’s endings and, consequently, portrayals of and 
attitudes toward Tyler Durden, concluding that ideological infidelity 
constituted a congenial pitfall in the process of adaptation, which inhibited 
the story’s potency for inspiring social change. Likewise, Parker (2008) 
posits that Fight Club’s (1999) relationship with self-help culture is fraught 
with contradiction, in that it tackles the issue but does not provide an 
alternative, reflecting postmodern cynicism. Pettus’s (2000) inquiry asserts 
that Fight Club and Project Mayhem are assimilated into the system they 
were intended to topple by virtue of the underlying similarities between their 
modi operandi. Burgess (2012) draws a distinction between the dynamic, 
consensual violence enacted within fight clubs aimed at unlocking the 
revolutionary potential of the body and the static, non-consensual violence 
Project Mayhem seeks to unleash upon society, praising the former for 
its approach to utopianism. Del Gizzo’s (2007) diachronic analysis of the 
American Dream expands on the idea put forth by Palahniuk himself in the 
afterword added following the success of the theatrical release that Fight 
Club is essentially a modernized rewriting of The Great Gatsby, tracing 
the commodity culture of the Roaring Twenties to its logical extreme at 
the end of the century. On a different note, instead of condemning its 
contradictions, Weber (2010) praises Fight Club’s didactic potential, that 
of a literary vehicle for teaching and applying crucial sociological theories.

While there is ample literature on Fight Club, as evident from the 
abovementioned articles, there are still avenues which remain unexplored 
but seem to be a natural direction for analyses of the novel. One such 
avenue are information hazards, which Nick Bostrom (2011: 1) defines 
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in his landmark typology as “risks that arise from the dissemination or the 
potential dissemination of true information that may cause harm or enable 
some agent to cause harm”. The key word here is “true”: by reintroducing 
truth to a destabilized postmodern world, new insights can be gained into 
the novel’s themes and particularly the debate surrounding its success. 
Therefore, the aim of the present paper is to examine Fight Club through 
the lens of information hazards, identify the power relations which stem 
from information asymmetry, as well as assess the hazardousness of the 
novel itself or any knowledge presented therein. In addition to Bostrom’s 
(2011) classification, this paper is informed by Esvelt’s (2018) and Lewis et 
al.’s (2019) records of information hazards in medicine and biotechnology, 
which demonstrate that while sensitive information should be treated with 
caution, the fear of potential risks may impede scientific progress, thus 
providing both proof of the perilousness of easily accessible information 
and an argument against censorship, analogically assisting in responding 
to criticism of Fight Club. The results of this study should expand the 
literature on Fight Club by presenting a fresh perspective on one of its core 
themes, the danger of knowledge.

2. Information Hazards in 2. Information Hazards in Fight ClubFight Club

Bostrom’s (2011: 5) typology distinguishes two categories of information 
hazards, by information transfer mode and by effect, which, working 
in tandem, “[render] a more fine-grained picture of the ways in which 
information can be hazardous”. The first category includes data, idea, 
attention, template, signaling, and evocation hazards. The term “transfer 
mode” refers to “different information formats” (Bostrom 2011: 3), i.e. the 
manner of packaging and distributing information (e.g. specific data or a 
particular type of presentation). The second category groups information 
hazards by effect, producing six classes. These are then divided into 
types and subtypes, and include the following: adversarial risks (type: 
competitiveness hazard; subtypes: enemy hazard, intellectual property 
hazard, commitment hazard, knowing-too-much hazard), risks to social 
organization and markets (type: norm hazard; subtypes: information 
asymmetry hazard, unveiling hazard, recognition hazard), risks of 
irrationality and error (types: ideological hazard, distraction and temptation 
hazards, role model hazard, (de)biasing hazard, neuropsychological hazard, 
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information-burying hazard), risks to valuable states and activities (types: 
psychological reaction hazard (subtypes: disappointment hazard, spoiler 
hazard, mindset hazard), belief-constituted value hazard, mixed (subtype: 
embarrassment hazard)), risks from information technology systems (type: 
information system hazard; subtypes: information infrastructure failure 
hazard, information infrastructure misuse hazard, artificial intelligence 
hazard), and risks from development (type: development hazard). Before 
delving deeper into the subtypes of information hazards by effect present 
in Fight Club, several broad strokes are in order, i.e. the category of 
information hazards by information transfer mode will be analyzed first. 

2.1 Information Hazards by Transfer Mode2.1 Information Hazards by Transfer Mode

There are examples of dangerous knowledge throughout the novel 
which correspond to each of the six information transfer modes/formats 
(data hazard, idea hazard, attention hazard, template hazard, signaling 
hazard, and evocation hazard). The most obvious correspondence lies 
in the premise: the concept of fight clubs constitutes an idea hazard, 
i.e. it represents a dangerous idea whose spread poses a risk. As per the 
explanation, “[s]ometimes the mere demonstration that something (such 
as a nuclear bomb) is possible provides valuable information which can 
increase the likelihood that some agent will successfully set out to replicate 
the achievement” (Bostrom 2011: 3). This is why the first two rules of fight 
club demand that one not disseminate the knowledge of its existence, to 
indicate that the idea of it is a threat. Regarding the replication aspect, 
Kravitz (2004) emphasizes the similarities between fight clubs and Burger 
King franchises. Indeed, as the storyline progresses, those franchises 
modeled after Tyler’s fledgling enterprise gain a remarkable degree of 
autonomy, to the point that the founder finds himself frantically scrambling 
to close the lid of the printer which keeps putting out copies of copies of 
copies of his idea. 

Prior to getting to the specific rules regarding the fights or the 
subsequent homework assignments within Project Mayhem, the idea of 
an underground boxing club where the conventions of civil consumerist 
society no longer apply becomes alluring to men who feel numb and left 
behind. Fight club is a place where the only admission fee is physical pain, 
which produces tight-knit communities in a way that no gathering of IKEA 
loyalists ever could. This escapist fantasy seems to offer a solution to the 
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meaninglessness of everyday life, in the sense that it creates a temporary 
vacuum wherein a semblance of order and structure is restored. The 
narrator’s Nietzschean musings reflect this sentiment: “Nothing was solved 
when the fight was over, but nothing mattered” (Palahniuk 2006: 53). This 
attitude is reinforced by Tyler’s philosophy that absolute loss engenders 
absolute liberty. Whereas the abolition of objective truth plunged late-
capitalist societies into apathy, anarchists and extremists like Tyler Durden 
can find within that power vacuum an opportunity to impose their will, 
under the guise of restoring structure and rules. Therefore, mere awareness 
of such an ideological community is enough to constitute a hazard to the 
wider social (dis)order.

As a natural extension of the issues inherent in fight club’s modus 
operandi, especially in the initial stages, Tyler’s charismatic leadership 
gives rise to a template hazard. Extending beyond the realm of the novel 
into the real world, Palahniuk (2006: 211) himself details in the Afterword 
how “young men around the world took legal action to change their 
names to ‘Tyler Durden’”. Furthermore, young men started organizing 
underground boxing clubs, scarring themselves to emulate the iconic lye 
kiss, and spraying graffiti, among other things. Thus, the novel’s tangible 
effect on its most devoted readership bears a striking resemblance to the 
in-universe popularization of fight clubs. In other words, Tyler and fight 
club provide a model organizational structure on two planes, which, being 
a “bad role model” (Bostrom 2011: 4), constitutes a threat.

By the same token, emulations of the ideologue and his organization 
engender signaling hazards. Signals such as bearing the lye kiss, the 
presence of scars and bruises, addressing the narrator as “sir” or “Mr. 
Durden”, or religiously repeating Tyler’s catchy mantras all serve the 
function of identifying Tyler’s apostles as such. Their aim is not exclusively 
outwardly directed, instead, they play a role in the construction of individual 
members’ new identities. As the narrator declares, “[e]verybody in Project 
Mayhem is part of Tyler Durden, and vice versa” (Palahniuk 2006: 155). 
Tyler thus creates a symbiotic relationship with his disciples: his continued 
existence relies on them as much as theirs does on him. Burgess (2012) 
highlights an important distinction between the bespoke wounds received 
in fight club and the social signal that is the lye kiss. The author reasons 
that “[e]ven the position of the lye burn on the hand draws the attention 
to the outermost reaches of the body, to the part that will provide the labor 
for Tyler’s demands” (Burgess 2012: 275). The sheer number of Durden’s 
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devotees who give such social signals eventually creates an atmosphere 
of paranoia and Tyler’s omnipresence, since not only can the narrator not 
escape from Tyler in his own mind, but he is also perennially surrounded 
by the space monkeys of Project Mayhem instructed to keep even himself 
in line should he try to undermine the objective. Consequently, every 
occurrence of “sir” instills in the reader a feeling of dread of what the 
encounter at hand might entail. The ending becomes grim once the medical 
staff members begin addressing the narrator in that manner and stating 
that they are looking forward to Tyler’s return, keeping him alive in doing 
so. Such is the potency of social signaling. 

 The evocation hazard is particularly relevant when addressing the 
claims that Fight Club defeats its purpose. Per definition, “[t]here can 
be a risk that the particular mode of presentation used to convey some 
content can activate undesirable mental states and processes” (Bostrom 
2011: 5). Working as a projectionist, Tyler famously inserts pornographic 
frames into family films, with a view to provoking a subconscious reaction 
in the audience. Through such subliminal messaging, Tyler seeks to sour 
the cinema-going experience without leaving enough time for the viewers 
to comprehend the cause of their distress. Following this train of thought, 
one might suggest that packaging a subversive, anarchist message as a 
mainstream Hollywood feature would pose a risk to the established social 
order. 

However, Kravitz (2004: 46) derides Fincher’s altered ending where 
the narrator and Marla hold hands while the credit card company buildings 
explode as resembling Charlie Chaplin tropes and “[reminding] us once 
again that everything that has occurred has been staged and reduced to 
the intertextuality of Hollywood film and history”. In his view, the ending 
constitutes a restoration of balance and, therefore, the triumph of the 
capitalist system, though it should be noted that Kravitz (2004) believes 
the film’s artificiality to be deliberate. More strictly, Bishop (2006: 53–54) 
holds that “[a]s a mainstream, commercial Hollywood commodity, Fight 
Club’s message simply cannot carry any substantial weight as a critique of 
capitalism, and the philosophies of Tyler Durden certainly can’t be taken 
literally”. Even though Bishop (2006) acknowledges Kravitz’s (2004) 
artificiality caveat, he remains adamant in his condemnation of the film 
based on its nature, curiously underestimating regular audience members 
by stating that they are not as acutely aware of subtext as Kravitz seems 
to suggest. 
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Therein lies a peculiar contradiction: Bishop (2006) underestimates 
the very class he champions. Furthermore, he identifies a problem but fails 
to offer a proper alternative, resembling criticism that Parker (2008) levels 
against both postmodernism on the whole and Fight Club itself. Bishop’s 
(2006) brief pondering of low-budget films and free distribution leads 
to a dead end due to the filmmaking process’s inherent expenditures. 
Echoing previous sentiments, Pettus (2000: 125) asserts that “Project 
Mayhem succeeds not only in reproducing itself, but also in reproducing 
the dominant system it opposes”. Parker (2008: 10) strongly disapproves 
of the ending, as “Fight Club also tells its viewers that a person would have 
to be crazy to oppose the bourgeoisie or that conspicuous consumption 
will drive a person mad”. The film is therefore seen as intrinsically anti-
revolutionary. Nevertheless, a counterargument can be raised. 

While the point stands that Fight Club has been assimilated into 
virtually all facets of pop culture, that does not necessarily preclude its 
countercultural effects. In fact, it is due to the popularity of the film that 
the novel has gained mainstream recognition. Hence, attention hazards 
ought to be brought into the discussion to develop this idea. Bostrom 
makes the following key observation:

It would be a mistake to suppose that because some idea is 
already in the public domain there can be no further harm in 
discussing the idea and referring to it in other publications. Such 
further discussions can create or aggravate an attention hazard 
by increasing the idea’s salience. One index of how much mileage 
there is in an idea is the amount “buzz” surrounding it. (Bostrom 
2011: 3)

Attention hazards, as their name would suggest, are predicated on 
accentuating knowledge which is already documented but which can, if 
used (im)properly by a bad actor, cause damage. 

The support groups the narrator frequents deliberately use euphemisms 
in an attempt to ameliorate the pain of their members, i.e. the act of 
addressing the issues openly and, therefore, drawing attention to them, 
is deemed dangerous and is avoided. On the other hand, the narrator and 
Marla Singer find comfort in those people’s suffering. When their attention 
is drawn to the irrefutable truth of death, they gain new perspectives on 
life and are effectively transported to pocket dimensions where quotidian 
pointlessness is forced to face the natural order. A parallel can thus be 
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observed between these support groups and fight club: “You don’t say 
anything because fight club exists only in the hours between when fight 
club starts and when fight club ends” (Palahniuk 2006: 48). Mentioning 
fight club outside of those working hours is risky. Parker (2008) elaborates 
on Fight Club’s relationship with support groups and self-help culture, 
though she concludes that the film adaptation is hypocritical insofar as it 
addresses the topic on a surface level, without providing a viable solution 
to the issue of personal malaise. However, there is still value to be found 
even in temporary solutions. As the narrator posits, “[a]fter a night in 
fight club, everything in the real world gets the volume turned down” 
(Palahniuk 2006: 49). Even a periodical emotional release is preferable 
to all-encompassing aimlessness. The knowledge that an outlet exists can 
be a source of comfort, and bad actors’ attention being drawn thereto 
may result in its disappearance. Nonetheless, sharing such a secret can be 
thrilling, and breaking the first rule is the prerequisite for the formation of 
a fight club cell to begin with, as Burgess (2012) notes.

In line with Bostrom’s (2011) explanation, the mere fact that an 
idea is mainstream does not neutralize its potential for harm. Fight Club’s 
ubiquity in popular culture does not mean that a similar underground 
organization will or should be dismissed as a poor copycat, it instead 
opens up possibilities for the emergence of similar groups. This should 
by no means serve as an argument for censorship, firstly because the 
free market of ideas requires individual agency to function properly, and, 
secondly, as Bostrom (2011) also recognizes, censorship breeds popularity. 
Moreover, censoring potentially hazardous information can impede efforts 
to successfully combat its effects. Lewis et al. (2019) detail a case where 
scientists who wrote papers on a new type of botulinum toxin refused 
to publicly disclose its sequence for fear that bad actors might misuse it, 
which ultimately hindered research aimed at counteracting the toxin. The 
authors conclude that “being overcautious with information hazards can 
also complicate effective risk assessment” (Lewis et al. 2019: 979). Hence, 
censorship cannot be a viable antidote to information hazards. 

Anti-systemic movements have existed throughout history 
independently of Fight Club or its popularity, and it is a foregone conclusion 
that they will continue to exist and evolve, but it would be doing both 
the novel and the film a disservice to claim that they completely fail in 
reflecting their revolutionary ideas. After all, setting criticism of the 
film’s ending aside for a moment, the novel’s conclusion, as noted before, 
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indicates that Project Mayhem is still very much active, notwithstanding 
individual interpretations of the narrator’s fate with regard to Tyler. 
That the revolution is not an abject failure is the ending present in the 
procurable copies of the novel. Depending on one’s perspective, this can be 
seen as terrifying or thrilling. Supporters of Tyler’s ideas can find comfort 
in knowing that his legacy continues on. It seems reasonable to suggest 
that praiseworthy countercultural ideas should reach a wide audience, 
whose task it then becomes to evaluate said ideas and act on them if they 
are deemed desirable, which is a different matter altogether. 

Aside from the core idea of fight club, the most frequent hazards by 
information transfer mode in the novel are data hazards. These are the 
specific bits of information that the narrator provides throughout the text. 
In the opening chapter, the beginning of the frame narrative, the narrator 
details the process for creating nitroglycerin, plastic explosives, napalm, 
and claims that he also knows how to make nerve gas. He does not take 
a long time to note that “[t]his how-to stuff isn’t in any history book” 
(Palahniuk 2006: 13). Taking into account Tyler’s overarching goal of 
lifting the burden of history from the world, the subversive function of 
such interspersed instructions becomes twofold: the casual dissemination 
of blueprints for explosives or otherwise dangerous chemical compounds 
gradually undermines the stability of the society in which the novel 
is set, but the fact that those same blueprints are readily available in a 
mainstream novel, and in an easily digestible format at that, poses a risk in 
the real world as well. Esvelt (2018) rightly points out that even Wikipedia 
can act as a gateway to dangerous technology in the hands of bad actors. 
To reiterate, the concept of information hazards revolves around true 
information. Availability alone is not sufficient for producing adverse 
effects, the key ingredient are ill-intentioned individuals. 

In addition to the aforementioned functions, segments containing 
data hazards contribute greatly to the characterization of the protagonist. 
The narrator’s mind is active at all times, be it as himself or Tyler, and 
it is overloaded with information of this kind. When Tyler suggests that 
the narrator mischievously exploit his boss’s plumbing, either by using 
industrial dye or super-high water pressure, the section does not read 
as a crash course in physics, rather as a character moment wherein the 
narrator’s disdain for his superior is shown. On a darker note, the detailed, 
user-friendly instructions for adapting the lightbulb bomb to work on 
computers are not an abridged chemistry lesson: they are buildup for the 
reveal that Tyler killed the boss.
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Needless to say, information that could compromise the social order 
is not limited to tutorials for making explosives at home or teaching the 
members of the Assault Committee of Project Mayhem to shoot a rifle. 
For instance, the bit of trivia regarding actress Angie Dickinson, whose 
nude scene disappeared one frame at a time as projectionists (like Tyler) 
took frames of it for personal archives. Knowing the jobs he works inside-
out provides Tyler with ample opportunity to cause unrest, and he is 
certainly not one to sit idly by. Along with his previously discussed part-
time projectionist exploits, as a soap manufacturer and salesman, Tyler 
harnesses the full potential of his position. His familiarity with the history 
of soap and human sacrifice leads him to conclude that he can use it as an 
instrument of revolution on two fronts: by repurposing wealthy people’s 
excess fat (which also provides the best collagen, according to Marla) and 
developing explosives, thereby using the system’s own resources to subvert 
it. While working as a waiter, Tyler infamously employs his bodily fluids to 
combat fine dining and the elite. 

All of the aforementioned examples portray the narrator/Tyler as a 
world-weary agent of destruction who possesses enough both relevant 
and seemingly random knowledge in addition to his grand ideas to cause 
mayhem. His charisma helps him amass an army of loyalists who model 
themselves after him and proudly showcase their affiliation, all neatly 
packaged in an underground club for disillusioned postmodern men. In a 
nutshell, Tyler is precisely the kind of individual who thrives on hazardous 
information.

2.2. Information Hazards by Effect2.2. Information Hazards by Effect

The six information transfer modes outlined in Bostrom’s (2011) typology 
are complemented with effects that particular types and subtypes of 
information hazards can exert. Within this categorization, several stand 
out as analogous to salient features of Fight Club. First of all, adversarial 
risks reflect multiple levels and forms of conflict in the novel. Enemy 
hazards revolve around an adversarial force acquiring knowledge and 
thereby increasing its threat level. As an example, Bostrom (2011) 
brings up the need to carefully manage the development of new military 
technology and information leaks concerning it with the aim of preventing 
rival forces from devising strategies for potential hostile actions. When the 
narrator and Tyler came to blows physically, fight club was born. Their 
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second, ideological coming to blows manifests itself in Project Mayhem. 
The shift in ideology is reflected in the difference between the first rules 
of each organization: whereas one was forbidden from talking about fight 
club, one is not allowed to ask questions about Project Mayhem. While 
the former is essentially an invitation to disciples to spread the word to 
those who could be suitable candidates, as Burgess (2012) remarks, the 
latter views knowledge as an existential threat. This is the reason for the 
fragmentation of information. Tyler is the mastermind and he should be 
trusted unquestioningly, but no single member is allowed access to the 
full picture. In this case, the narrator is also left out of the loop. There is 
room for speculation that a commitment hazard is also possible, whereby 
knowledge of the full plan might adversely affect the space monkeys’ 
allegiance, but Tyler’s selection process exists as a contingency against 
such unwanted scenarios. If the disciples are willing to undergo his mock-
Buddhist deterrence, relinquish their names, burn off their fingerprints, 
and engage in spontaneous acts of violence, they are unlikely to protest the 
end goal. The same, however, cannot be said about the narrator. As the rift 
between the two personalities deepens, the need to keep secrets becomes 
more urgent. 

The narrator’s position could be explained via a Venn diagram 
showing an intersection of enemy and knowing-too-much hazards. Tyler 
needs to withhold information in order to facilitate the smooth running 
of Project Mayhem, which includes incorporating precautionary measures 
into the space monkeys’ instructions, such as foreseeing that the narrator 
would try to sabotage the operation by appealing to authority, himself, and 
directing his subordinates to punish him accordingly. Moreover, through 
Tyler, the space monkeys learn of the birthmark that the narrator has on 
his foot, which, as far as he is concerned, only Marla and his father know. 
The narrator is a liability since he knows too much, even though he is 
not aware of that until the final stages of the plan: his realization poses a 
threat. Suffice it to say, the recognition of Tyler for what he is constitutes 
a psychological reaction hazard and opens up avenues for numerous 
embarrassment hazards, such as when the narrator cannot recall having 
been intimate with Marla during their phone call. Earlier in the novel, Tyler 
was explicit about not wanting the narrator to talk to her about him, since 
doing so could jeopardize his schemes. In The Empire Strikes Back (1980), 
the revelation that Darth Vader is Luke Skywalker’s father plants the seeds 
for Vader’s eventual redemption and the Emperor’s downfall. Armed with 
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the knowledge of his lineage in Return of the Jedi (1983), Luke sets out to 
bring his father back to the light by appealing to his remaining humanity. 
In Fight Club, the realization that Tyler Durden is a split personality, while 
world-shattering, prompts the narrator to start devising a strategy against 
him and is therefore hazardous. 

While discussing adversarial hazards, Bostrom (2011) reflects 
on blackmail, which hinges on the target’s obliviousness to damaging 
information. The narrator and Tyler are thus in the position to use their 
insider knowledge as a bargaining chip. The scene where the narrator 
confronts the manager of the Pressman Hotel has him completely emulating 
Tyler, specifically his antecedent blackmailing of the projectionist union 
president, and exposing his various acts of refined cuisine desecration with 
a view to securing an income stream in exchange for no longer reporting for 
work or causing a public scandal. He reasons that any form of punishment 
enacted against him would pale in comparison to the enduring damage 
to the hotel’s reputation. In case his blackmail attempt fails, he aspires to 
portray himself as the champion of the underprivileged service industry 
workers. Now that the manager knows that the narrator has leverage, he 
finds himself in a vulnerable position. However, to increase the likelihood 
of his desired outcome coming to fruition, the narrator starts punching 
himself, exacerbating the wounds received from the projectionist union’s 
president, while cunningly pleading with the manager to stop hitting him, 
which is his cover story. Owing to his strategy and precautions, he is free 
to found more fight club chapters. 

Bostrom’s (2011) risks to social organization and markets are the 
building blocks of Fight Club. Every action of Tyler’s is aimed at disrupting 
the social order and bringing about a reset. In the film, the reset is more 
financially-oriented, taking the form of the destruction of credit card 
company skyscrapers to erase debt records, whilst the original novel’s 
grand plan is more primordial. A norm hazard occurs when there are 
conditions for “moving to a worse social equilibrium” (Bostrom 2011: 10). 
Naturally, from the standpoint of the system Tyler seeks to reset, his ideas 
are hazardous. The overarching plan encompasses all three norm hazard 
subtypes: information asymmetry, unveiling, and recognition.

Outside of Tyler’s machinations, the narrator’s day job also grants 
him access to incriminating information. As a recall campaign coordinator 
at the Compliance and Liability department of his company, the narrator 
performs the duties of a postmodern Anubis of sorts. Instead of weighing a 
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human’s heart to determine their fate in the afterlife, he calculates the cost-
effectiveness of car recalls and out-of-court settlements. In his words, “If 
you know where to look, there are bodies buried everywhere” (Palahniuk 
2006: 126). Apart from providing commentary on the commodification 
of human life, this plot point demonstrates that the narrator consistently 
finds himself in positions where he has access to confidential information, 
regardless of the specifics of the job in question: he is surrounded by 
information hazards, but it is up to him (or Tyler) to utilize their potential. 

The narrator and Tyler are thus regularly in a privileged position in 
terms of knowledge. The buyers do not know whether a car has passed 
all the necessary tests, the cinema-goers cannot assume that there is a 
pornographic still in their Disney classic, the hotel guests do not expect 
bodily fluids in their soup, and Project Mayhem’s space monkeys receive 
fragmented information and specialized tasks. It is only when pertinent 
information is disclosed that the paradigm begins to shift. The mastermind 
of Project Mayhem thus requires a well-developed network of informants 
to remain one step ahead: “[W]e have police who come to fight at fight 
club and really like it. We have newspaper reporters and law clerks and 
lawyers, and we know everything before it’s going to happen” (Palahniuk 
2006: 164). As discussed previously, this network creates a sense of Tyler’s 
omnipresence and omniscience. Possession of such information grants the 
protagonist agency and power over other characters, while his status as a 
homodiegetic narrator inherently means that the reader depends on him 
to engage with the text.

The power imbalance between the narrator, his customers, and his 
superiors is information asymmetry. Coincidentally, Bostrom (2011) uses 
the car market to illustrate his point. Sellers of quality used cars do not see 
a financial incentive to put their vehicles on the market because buyers, 
aware that the average seller knows more about the car than them and 
is more likely to be selling off a bad car than a good one, do not want 
to risk paying high prices, which results in the scarcity of quality used 
vehicles. According to Fight Club’s philosophy, companies such as IKEA sell 
customers products they do not need, but the buyers are blissfully unaware 
and continue purchasing new items of furniture to make their apartments 
and themselves complete. If a large portion of IKEA’s consumer base 
learned that, the company would experience a downturn in profits, since 
the entire business model rests on consumers’ ignorance. Thus, information 
asymmetry can destabilize or devastate a market. Consequently, such a 
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reveal would constitute an unveiling hazard, as it would lift the “veil of 
ignorance” (Bostrom 2011: 13). 

Tyler’s sermons target all facets of postmodern life with the aim of 
getting his disciples to recognize the reality of their existence. Recognition 
hazards elicit public acknowledgement. Tyler famously declares: “We 
don’t have a great war in our generation, or a great depression, but we 
do, we have a great war of the spirit. We have a great revolution against 
the culture. The great depression is our lives” (Palahniuk 2006: 149). 
The absence of grand narratives from the postmodern world becomes 
salient in sections like this one. Within their shared pocket dimension, 
Tyler provides an ideological framework to which his followers can cling. 
If only temporarily, until the advent of Project Mayhem, information whose 
recognition will have a ripple effect is methodically disseminated to the 
members. These are Tyler’s signature lines about being free to do anything 
once one has lost everything, not being defined by the things one buys 
or one’s job, and abhorring perfection, among others. Curiously, despite 
the members’ shared disdain for contemporary life, a development hazard 
can also be found among the many subversive tactics of Project Mayhem: 
“Mischief and Misinformation Committees are racing each other to develop 
a computer virus that will make automated bank tellers sick enough to 
vomit storms of ten- and twenty-dollar bills” (Palahniuk 2006: 145). This 
is yet another instance of Project Mayhem adopting aspects of the outside 
world and adapting them according to its needs. 

The hypnotic effect of advertisements and entertainment corresponds 
to the category of distraction and temptation hazards, which fall under 
the umbrella of risks of irrationality and error. According to Tyler, cultural 
institutions manipulate people into having great expectations which 
they cannot reach (information asymmetry). Recognizing that deception 
will adversely affect those structures. Bostrom (2011) argues that there 
are areas of life where overestimation of one’s capacity can even be 
desirable, e.g. project a confident and competent image or develop one’s 
entrepreneurial spirit or academic potential through risk-taking. Tyler, 
however, is a vociferous opponent of self-aggrandizing. 

Without a great war to fight, late-capitalist societies are lulled into 
a false sense of security. The existence of an opposing force provides a 
contrast, without which everything becomes monotonous. The narrator 
and Marla are transformed by the support groups, while Project Mayhem 
acquires another reward tier with the incorporation of death. As mentioned 
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above, Project Mayhem demands complete dedication to Tyler Durden and 
reduces the unique, individual fighters from fight club to specialized cogs 
in the machine, which includes the abrogation of names and removal of 
finger prints. However, once Big Bob from the testicular cancer support 
group is mistakenly gunned down by police officers during a homework 
assignment, the cult begins celebrating him, regularly chanting “His name 
is Robert Paulson”, “He is forty-eight years old, and he was part of fight 
club”, “He is forty-eight years old, and he was part of Project Mayhem” 
(Palahniuk 2006: 178) as if they were regurgitating Tyler’s aphorisms. 
Death is an act of heroism in Project Mayhem and the prerequisite for 
having one’s name restored and immortalized. Instead of destabilizing the 
organization, Bob’s death reinforces the space monkeys’ resolve. In this 
instance, recognition and public acknowledgement do not directly cause 
damage to a unit, but the strengthening of the unit in question is a threat 
to the fabric of the wider society. This is an example of an ideological 
hazard, as well as a biasing hazard: due to their skewed worldview, the 
members incorporate Bob’s death as a model, as opposed to seeing it as a 
deterrent. The narrator, however, realizes that the mission is not worth the 
price of human life and attempts to sabotage the operation. To him, death 
becomes release from the shackles of Project Mayhem; to Tyler, death 
becomes martyrdom.

Furious at the fact that he is a middle child of history, Tyler plots 
to get God’s attention by causing mayhem and martyring himself, thus 
ensuring that his name will be remembered and his life will not have been 
in vain. In the novel, Tyler arranges the collapse of a skyscraper onto the 
nearby national museum, which ought to symbolize the destruction of both 
capitalism and history. The public’s recognition of his actions is supposed 
to develop into utter chaos. The reset in this case would involve creating a 
blank slate in line with the experiment with the narrator’s condominium. 
When the narrator was delivered from his material possessions and his 
history, i.e. his identity up to that point, he began to create instead of 
merely consuming pre-made products. Tyler’s vision for the world after the 
culmination of Project Mayhem is the following:

You’ll hunt elk through the damp canyon forests around the ruins 
of Rockefeller Center, and dig clams next to the skeleton of the 
Space Needle leaning at a forty-five-degree angle. We’ll paint the 
skyscrapers with huge totem faces and goblin tikis, and every 
evening what’s left of mankind will retreat to empty zoos and 
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lock itself in cages as protection against bears and big cats and 
wolves that pace and watch us from outside the cage bars at 
night. (Palahniuk 2006: 124)

Society is seen as having reached a point of no return, and the optimal 
concept for his utopia that Tyler can conjure up involves merging the 
postmodern world with prehistory. The mythic allusions he makes 
throughout the novel are reflected here both in the overall theme of 
regeneration and in the evocation of totems and goblins, a return to a 
more mysterious and magical time. 

Kravitz (2004: 46) points out that Tyler’s regeneration of American 
society through destruction is “a fantasy as old as that of the first Puritan 
settlers”. Similarly, Del Gizzo (2007) views this as an extension of the 
American Dream as presented in The Great Gatsby, in the sense that it 
glorifies the opportunity to start anew once one is freed from history and 
celebrates the notion of progress. While a lineage may be identified, this 
does not inherently deprive Tyler’s vision of relevance. Burgess (2012: 
278) postulates that Fight Club represents a “significant [marker] in the 
development of a utopianism that is dynamic and adaptive, existing in 
the present of history rather than in a vacuum of idealism”. The myriad 
pitfalls of Project Mayhem notwithstanding, fight club offers a chance 
to deconstruct and reconstruct both physicality and phenomena. With 
regard to Burgess’s (2012) fresh utopian perspective, neither the ultimate 
deterioration of fight club in-universe nor the mainstream popularity of 
the novel and its adaptation in the real world should end the discussion. 
The world of Fight Club is stagnant and devoid of contrast, meaning that 
Tyler’s plan inherently opposes it on the basis that it preaches perpetual 
progress. The reset, if successful, ought to facilitate the development of new 
possibilities: the loss of everything provides the freedom to do anything. 

Fiske (2010) explains that there is an inherent duality in popular 
culture, insofar as it demonstrates vestiges of its target. Authors like 
Kravitz (2004) recognize these musings, yet, in their view, Fight Club 
remains duplicitous. The fact that Weber (2010) uses Fight Club to teach 
sociology may, on the surface, seem to support a cynical view of the novel as 
having been integrated into the very institutions its protagonists sought to 
undermine. However, information hazards provide a crucial counterpoint. 
In having her students analyze Palahniuk’s novel through the lens of a 
particular social theorist, Weber (2010) inevitably draws their attention 



Belgrade BELLS

320

to its numerous nuances. This attention hazard may thus lead to other 
information transfer modes previously identified in the novel: idea, data, 
template, signaling, and evocation hazards, as well as their many types 
and subtypes by effect, including commitment, information asymmetry, 
unveiling, recognition, and, perhaps most prominently, role model and 
mindset hazards. 

Fight Club is riddled with true information whose dissemination can 
cause harm if the conditions are met. Even though the novel ultimately 
does not provide a model social order to replace the one under scrutiny, 
it retains the core idea of progress and improvement, breaking down and 
rebuilding with the aid of information transferred in the right manner, by 
the right person, to the right people, and with the right effect. As long as 
true information exists that may undermine the social and cultural balance 
of power, to evoke Fight Club, the survival rate of any social (dis)order can 
drop to zero over time, regardless of how detached from objective truth 
and grand narratives it purports to be.

3. Conclusion3. Conclusion

This study has gone some way toward covering an immensely popular novel 
through the lens of a fairly novel classification of dangerous information. 
Fight Club is frequently criticized in the existing literature as a work of satire 
which does not practice what it preaches. In order to revisit those claims, 
the framework of information hazards was used to determine whether the 
novel could still disrupt the dominant culture. Despite its ubiquity, Fight 
Club contains information which has the capacity to subvert social norms 
in the right (wrong) hands. As such, it retains the revolutionary spirit in a 
more understated manner, as opposed to providing a clear-cut embrace of 
violence and a detailed plan for what should come after the downfall of 
late capitalism.

The novel utilizes all information transfer modes and contains 
examples of many of the types and subtypes of hazardous effects, with 
adversarial and risks to social organization and markets being the most 
pronounced. Knowledge imbalance (information asymmetry) is a consistent 
theme throughout, and it is reflected both in the characters’ personal 
relationships and their positions in the wider society. Thus, knowledge 
becomes the currency of power, and by trading in true information and 
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advocating for progress over stagnation, the movement provides a counter 
to postmodernism, albeit a flawed one.

In conclusion, information hazards and Fight Club are a logical 
combination. Although reflecting on every incidence of an information 
hazard was beyond the scope of the present paper, further research could 
hopefully find the pairing presented herein beneficial and expand on it to 
sustain the conversation about Fight Club’s success and fidelity to social 
subversion. 
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