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Close Reading Competition 2018

An Interview with emag -
Linguist John McWhorter Speaks

John McWhorter, Professor of Linguistics at
Columbia University, responds to questions
put to him by emagazine’s editors.

Briony, Morality and

Textuality - Atonement

Fergus Parnaby
asks questions
about the moral
compass of lan
McEwan’s novels
and shows how
issues of morality
are explored not just
in life but also in the
very act of writing
fiction.

Leonie Speaking -

One Year On

In 2016, teacher Gillian Thompson wrote
about conversations with her granddaughter
Leonie. Now, just over one year on, Gill has
followed this up to see what has changed

in Leonie’s speech, relating it to theories of
CLA.

A Great Combination -

English Language & Literature
Student Noah Matthews has loved studying
the combined Language and Literature A
Level. Here he explains why it has been
such a stimulating and challenging course,
and looks ahead to continuing his studies at
university.

The Internal Divisions of

Regeneration’s Billy Prior

Billy Prior, argues
Charlotte Woolley,
is key to the

moral questions
that Barker raises
throughout the
Regeneration trilogy.

Miller, Marx and The

American Dream

Reading A View from
the Bridge and Death of
a Salesman through a
Marxist lens shows
us not only how
Miller questions

the American

Dream, suggests Dr
Kurt A. Johnson,

but also how he
exposes the tragic
commercialisation of
human relationships
in a capitalist system.

A Room

- and a Narrator

- with a View
Maya Little’s
account of the
narrative voice in
E.M. Forster’s novel
draws attention to
both its variety and subtlety, showing how
the narrator is anything but a detached
information-giver.

To Just Listeninon
British Chit Chat - Spoken British

National Corpus 2014

Robbie Love explains what the BNC2014 is
and how the data was collected. He offers
one fascinating example — the split infinitive
— to show how the corpus can be compared
with that of the 1990s.

The
Importance of
Small Things
- Stylein The

Namesake
George Norton

" offers three ways
of thinking about the language and style
of Lahiri’s novel, each of which makes one
realise that her ‘lack of stylisation’ in no
way implies a lack of style.

Keeping Mum - The
Silence of Gertrude in Hamlet
Clare Gunns questions readings of Gertrude
that minimise her importance, arguing
rather that her character is ripe for rich
interpretation.



Where Do We Find the

Literary? Everywhere!

Gabi Reigh investigates whether a rigid
division between the literary and non-
literary is either desirable or possible,
arguing that many so-called non-literary
texts draw on literary conventions.

Native Son - The Soul Frets
in the Shadow

Although it is over
70 years old, Richard
Wright'’s narrative
voice still resonates,
especially in the
context of today’s
America of cultural
suspicion and racial
tension. Roshan
Doug explores these
ideas.

Arielin The Tempest -

Servitude and Freedom

John Hathaway uses
multiple readings,
from those of directors,
to postcolonial
perspectives,
psychoanalytic
readings and even a
re-interpretation by
Margaret Atwood, to
question conventional
thinking about Ariel’s
relationship with
Prospero.

Facebook and a
Fractured Society - How Online
Communication is Changing

Friendship and Politics

What, if anything, is the link between
getting annoyed by your friends on
Facebook and the fake news epidemic which
supposedly led to Brexit and the rise of
Donald Trump? This article tells you.

Sylvia Plath - Reimagining
Motherhood
Brittany Wright explores a much-neglected
aspect of the poetry of a poet whose troubled
life, early death and marriage to Ted Hughes
have threatened to drown out everything
else.

A Question of Trust -
Narrative Voice in The Murder of
Roger Ackroyd

Agatha Christie establishes trust in her
narrator in ways that we might associate
with a writer like Jane Austen. But is that
trust wise? Judy Simons suggests that far
from leaving us in the safe, comfortable
terrain of classic fiction, Christie draws us
into the more murky world of the modern
novel, where part of the pleasure for the
reader is in having that trust betrayed.

Referring with Respect -
The Way We Talk about Gender
Identity

Margaret Coupe explores the ways in which
second-wave feminism, ideas about political
correctness and an increasing awareness

of the experience of people of trans and
non-binary gender have brought significant
language change.

Women and Mobility in

Sense and Sensibility

Katherine Limmer explores modes of
transport and journeys in Austen’s novel,
revealing the vital significance that access
to the means of travel has for the female
characters.

‘His dodgy foot’ - Meter
and Identity in Poems of the

Decade

Jack Palmer’s
account of the use of
meter in Turnbull’s
‘Ode’, Burnside’s
‘History’ and
Barber’s ‘Material’
explains how meter works in poetry before
applying this understanding to develop a
rich reading of its effect in the three poems.

Correction

Our apologies to Mukahang Limbu whose
name was spelled incorrectly in emagazine
78. This has been corrected in the PDF
edition available online.

emagplus

= Rose Page explores silence and trauma
in The Handmaid’s Tale.

Fran Hill discusses the issues (and
emotions) around initial ‘so’.

* Andrew Green analyses a passage
from The Great Gatsby.

Gillian Thompson’s transcript to
accompany the article ‘Leonie
Speaking — One Year On’.

emagClips

* New in emagClips: Leonie
Speaking — One Year On

emag web archive

Look out for the links to
recommended articles in the archive,
listed at the bottom of each article.

e You can access these articles by
logging onto the subscriber site of the
emagazine website, if your school or
college subscribes.

Remember, the login details can be
used by any student or member of
staff, both in the institution and
from home.

See www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-
magazine for tips on getting the most
from the new and improved website.
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hari kunzru

Close Reading
Competition 2018

The emagazine Close Reading
Competition is now a well-established
fixture in the year. We pride ourselves
on selecting very different passages each
year for you to respond to (from Edith
Wharton, John le Carré and Charles
Dickens to Lisa Mclnerney) and this year
IS No exception. We’ve chosen an extract
from Hari Kunzru’s The Impressionist.
Winner of the Betty Trask Award 2002
and the Somerset Maugham Award 2003,
it's a novel described by the New York
Times as ‘sweeping [and] audaciously
playful...’ and by the Literary Review as
‘marvellous, original and intelligent’.

We’re confident it’s a passage you’ll enjoy
reading and writing about.

This year the competition will be judged
by the emag editors and Professor John
Mullan, University College London and
author of How Novels Work.

Entering the competition

* Write a 500-word close reading of the passage from The

Impressionist.

Download the official entry form from the emagazine page of

the English and Media Centre website:

https://www.englishandmedia.co.uk/e-magazine/

Fill in your details and paste your entry into the

space provided.

= Email your entry to web@englishandmedia.co.uk,
using emagazine Close Reading Competition 2018 as
the subject line.

Timeline

» Close of competition: 5pm Thursday 29th March 2018.
(Please note: we will NOT accept entries received
after 5pm Thursday 29th March, so don’t leave it to
the last minute!).

= Results announced online and by email: 8th May 2018.

* Results and winning entry published in emagazine:
September 2018.

The Impressionist -
Hari Kunzru

This extract is taken from part way
into the first chapter of the novel.
Published in 2002, The Impressionist
is an historical novel set in India

at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

Fire and water. Earth and air. Meditate
on these oppositions and reconcile them.
Collapse them in on themselves, send them
spiralling down a tunnel of blackness to
re-emerge whole, one with the all, mere
aspects of the great unity of things whose
name is God. Thought can travel on in
this manner, from part to whole, smooth
as the touch of the masseur’s oiled hands
in the hammam. Amrita wishes she could
carry on thinking for ever. That would be
true sweetness! But she is only a woman,
and for ever will not be granted her. In
the absence of infinity, she will settle for
spinning out what time she has, teasing it
into a fine thread.

Inside the palanquin it is hot and close,

the smells of food and stale sweat and
rosewater mingling with another smell,
sharp and bitter. Once again Amrita’s hand
reaches out for the little sandalwood box of
pills. She watches the hand as she would a
snake sliding across a flagstone floor, with
detachment and an edge of revulsion. Yes,
it is her hand, but only for now, only for

a while. Amrita knows that she is not her
body. This crab-like object, fiddling with box
and key and pellets of sticky black resin,
belongs to her only as does a shawl or a
piece of jewellery.

A bump. They have stopped. Outside
there are voices. Amrita rejoices. At
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nineteen years old, this is will be her
last journey, and any delay is cause

for celebration. She swallows another
opium pellet, tasting the bitter resin on
her tongue.

As it does every year, the wind has blown
steadily out of the south-west, rolling its
cargo of doughy air across the plain to
slap hard against the mountains. For days,
weeks, the air has funnelled upwards,
cooling as it rises, spinning vast towers of
condensation over the peaks. Now these
hanging gardens of cloud have ripened

to the point where they can no longer
maintain themselves.

So, the rain.

It falls first over the mountains, an
unimaginable shock of water. Caught in the
open, herdsmen and woodcutters pull their
shawls over their heads and run for shelter.
Then in a chain reaction, cloud speaking

to cloud, the rain rolls over the foothills,
dousing fires, battering on roofs, bringing
smiles to the faces of the people who run
outside to greet it, the water for which they
have been waiting so long.

Finally it comes to the desert. As it starts
to fall, Forrester listens to the grubby
Brahmin’s chit-chat, and hears himself
tetchily agreeing that now would be a
good time and here a good place to camp.
Perhaps this Moti Lal is offended by his
brusqueness, but Forrester can’t worry
about that. His eyes are fixed on the
palanquin, the grumpy maid fussing around
its embroidered curtain. Its occupant has
not even ventured a peek outside. He
wonders if she is ill, or very old.

Soon the rain is falling steadily, swollen
droplets splashing into the dust like little
bombs. Camels fidget and grumble as
they are hobbled. Servants run around
unpacking bags. Moti Lal keeps up a
steady stream of conversation as Forrester
dismounts and unsaddles his horse. Moti
Lal is not the master here, oh no, just

a trusted family retainer. It has fallen

to him, the duty of escorting the young
mistress to her uncle’s house in Agra.
Most unusual, of course, but there are
extenuating circumstances.

Extenuating circumstances? What is the
bloody fool on about? Forrester asks where
they have come from, and the man names a
small town at least two hundred miles west
of where they stand.

‘And have you walked all the way?’
‘Yes, sir. The young mistress says walk only.’

‘Why on earth didn’t you go by rail? Agra is
hundreds of miles from here.’

‘Unfortunately train is out of the
question. Such are extenuating
circumstances, you see.’

Forrester does not see, but at the moment
he is far more concerned with erecting his
tent before the rain worsens. It seems to
be getting stronger by the second. Moti
Lal puts up his umbrella and stands over
the Englishman as he bashes in pegs, just
close enough to get in his way without
actually offering any shelter. Forrester
curses under his breath, while all the time
the thought circulates in his head: so she
is a young woman.

Rain drips through the ceiling and lands

in her lap, darkening red silk with circles

of black. Amrita turns her face upwards
and sticks out her tongue. The rain sounds
heavy. Outside it is dark, and perhaps,
though she is not sure, she feels cold. To
ward off the feeling she imagines heat,
calling up memories of walking on the

roof of her father’s haveli in summertime.
Vividly she senses the burning air on her
arms and face. She hears the thud of carpets
being beaten and the swish of brooms as
the maids sweep sand from the floors. But
heat leads on to thoughts of her father, of
walking round the pyre as the priest throws
on ghee to make it flame, and she recoils
back to the dark and cold. Drops of water
land on her forehead, on one cheek, on her

tongue. Soon the rain is pouring through in
a constant stream. The soaked curtains start
to flap limply against her side. The wind is
rising, and still no one has come for her. No
one has even told her what is happening.
With no mother or father she is mistress
now. If only she could gather the energy to
assert herself.

Amrita unlocks her box, shielding it from
the water. She is to be delivered to her
uncle, and that will be an end. He writes
that he has already found her a husband.
At least, said the old women, she will arrive
with a good dowry. So much better off than
other girls. She should thank God.

Within half an hour the dust has turned to
mud. Despite his tent, Forrester is drenched.
He clambers to the top of a hill and looks
out over the desert, scored by a fingerprint
whorl of valleys and ridges. There is no
shelter. As the wind tugs at his topi and
forked lightning divides the sky into fleeting
segments, he is struck by the thought that
perhaps he has been a fool. His red-brown
world has turned grey, solid curtains of
water obscuring the horizon. Here he is, out
in the middle of it, not a tree in sight. He

is the tallest thing in this barren landscape,
and he feels exposed. Looking back down
at his tent, set at the bottom of a deep

gully, he wonders how long the storm will
last. The Indians are still struggling to put
up their own shelters, fumbling with rope
and pegs. Amazingly the palanquin is still
where they discarded it. If he had not been
told otherwise, he would have sworn the
thing must be empty.

Before long, a trickle of muddy water

is flowing through the gully, separating
Forrester’s army tent from the Indians’
contraptions of tarpaulin and bamboo.

A fire is out of the question, and so the
bearers are huddled together forlornly,
squatting on their haunches like a gaggle
of bidi-smoking birds. Moti Lal climbs
the ridge to engage Forrester in another
pointless conversation, then follows him
back down the hill and crouches at the door
of the tent. Finally Forrester is forced to
give in and talk.

‘So who exactly is your mistress?’
Moti Lal’s face darkens.
THE IMPRESSIONIST by Hari Kunzru (Penguin

Books, 2003). Copyright (c) Hari Kunzru, 2002, with
permission.
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An interview with emag

Why English Won't—
and Can't—5it Still
[Like, Literally)

V/ORDS

MO 7E

John McWhorter

\

Linguist John McWhorter speaks

John McWhorter is Professor of Linguistics at Columbia University and
has written several books on language and dialect and language change.
He also reaches out to non-specialist audiences, his TED talk on texting
having been viewed by over two million people! Here he responds to
guestions put to him by emagazine s editors.

In Words on the Move, you
describe how word meanings
change as a ‘step-by-step inching’.
Is there a risk that language
is changing more quickly than
that, and leaving some people
confused and uncertain?

Never. It’s easy to suppose that such a thing
might happen, but no such case has ever
been recorded - i.e. of a group of humans
encountered whose language has for some
reason escaped their comprehension and
fallen to pieces. Language change, whatever
its rate, is communal, not individual — we
talk to each other, and thus it’s only things
that afford communication that make

it into the flow.

Is a dialect different from a

language? Why does it seem to
matter so much? Is that a linguistic
issue or a societal/attitudinal one?

The term is essentially meaningless. A
linguist ‘wants’ it to mean that languages
are mutually unintelligible while dialects
are mutually intelligible varieties of a single
language. But actual speech doesn’t work
that way — Mandarin and Cantonese are
called ‘dialects’ when they are as different as
Spanish and Italian, because of the unity of
Chinese culture and writing. Norwegian and
Swedish are called ‘languages’ because they
are spoken in separate nations despite the
fact that their speakers can converse. Then
laymen ‘want’ dialect to mean ‘a degraded

version of the real language’. But the only
reason one variety is enshrined as standard
is historical accident — i.e. the English of
the London area became ‘standard English’
because things were run from London.

Black English, Ebonics, AAVE -

does the naming matter? If it's a
language, not a dialect, why is that?
Do you think it’s important to treat it
as a language?

| actually do not think of AAVE as a
‘language’. It is a variety of American
English, and therefore what anyone would
call a dialect of it. The point is that non-
standard dialects are as coherent and
nuanced as standard ones. It’s good to name
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a dialect, to counter the idea that it’s a
degraded version of the standard. But that
doesn’t mean that it is a separate ‘language’.
In my opinion, to claim that only fosters
public scepticism, as we all have a horse
sense of how different ‘languages’ are

from one another.

You're quoted as being an
opponent of the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis. Is this so? If so, why?

Because the hypothesis as popularly
presented implies that to speak a language
is to have one’s thoughts channelled into
distinct patterns, which the evidence
simply doesn’t support. Experiments

show that a language’s grammar makes

a person infinitesimally more sensitive,
under artificial conditions, to certain

fine distinctions such as shades of blue

or types of material. However, to allow
this to foster the idea that every language
marks a different thought pattern leads

to uncomfortable conclusions you’d have
to take along with the ‘cooler’ ones. For
example, Chinese is much more telegraphic
than European languages — a lot is left

to context. Does that mean that to speak
Mandarin is to be less attuned to life - i.e.
less intelligent? Of course not — but to
understand that requires being very careful
about the usual arguments made about
what languages make you more sensitive to.
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Is standard English more about

imposing an arbitrary set of
rules on language users thanit is
about mutual intelligibility?

Yes. It is certainly handy for allowing
communication among people who might
have trouble understanding one another
otherwise, although that problem would be
much more acute in your part of the world
than here in America. However, the reason
the standard emerged was a sense that
because it was on the page, and was the
variety outlined and described by scholarly
people, that it was somehow the ‘real’
English. After a few generations it was all
but impossible to imagine a time when no
one thought of any one kind of English as
the ‘real kind’ in that way.

Is there a political element

to your work as a linguist?
Is linguistics a scientific, neutral
discipline, or is there room for
bringing to bear one’s own political
and social beliefs?

Linguistics is, in many of its facets, highly
sociopolitical. One mission of linguistics,
which | applaud, is helping the public to
understand that it doesn’t make scientific
sense to suppose that most people

speak their native language ‘badly.” As
an outgrowth of that, | would venture

ritten Latin, and the
speaking has broken
use anything but the

ve ... it's gotten to the
tin is writing in what i«

that the subfield of sociolinguistics tilts
significantly towards exploring the speech
of the disesmpowered — there is only so
much explicit interest in how affluent,
straight white men talk! My own work as
a linguist is sociopolitical where I write on
Black English for the general public; that,
however, is not what | usually work on in
the academic sense. Most of my academic
linguistic work is just geeky exploration of
issues relating to how language changes
and how languages come together in

the structural sense, with the social part
marginal. | adapt as | need to.

Which linguists have influenced
you most and why?

The first one was Mario Pei, who wrote
popular books on language in the late 20th
century. | read many of them and wanted
to be him; I still explicitly think of his
work when | write my own. Then Derek
Bickerton’s work on creoles lit my mind
up. He and | had many disagreements back
in the day and many of his basic ideas on
creoles have been revised heavily since the
80s, but his work revealed creole languages
as interesting in a way that | am now
battling other creolists in defending.

John McWhorter is Professor of Linguistics at
Colombia University.

emag web archive

Dan Clayton: At War with the
Pedants: an Interview with

Henry Hitchings, emagazine

53, September 2011

Alison Ross: Unsilent Witness — The
Work of a Forensic Linguist, emagazine
15, February 2002

Susie Dent: Tribes of English,
emagazine 76, April 2017

emagClips

Kevin Watson on Language
— Sociophonetics
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Briony, Morality and Textuality

ATONEMENT

Fergus Parnaby asks questions about the moral compass of lan McEwan’s
novel and shows how issues of morality are explored not just in the lives
portrayed but also in the act of writing fiction.
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lan McEwan’s 2001 novel Atonement is a
complex and problematic text that explores
morality from several angles. At the heart
of the story is the wrong committed by its
protagonist, Briony, whose false accusation
against Robbie Turner, her sister’s lover,
results in his imprisonment and her sister’s
estrangement from their family. The text
goes further than a morality tale, however,
in interrogating its own reality, and raising
the question as to what fiction is, and to
what extent it can reveal the ‘truth’.

Setting Up a Moral Boiling Pot

The novel opens with a day in the Tallis
house, somewhere in the Home Counties,
before World War Two. Briony is a girl

of 13 with a powerful imagination and

a propensity for wild fantasies; she is
possessed by a ‘controlling demon’, as

we are warned on page 5, which subjects
everything and everyone around her to her
wish to be in charge, to create a stage and
control the characters for her own personal
drama; she has even written a play at the
beginning, more or less compelling her
young cousins to take part while she directs,
the first clue to the blurring between reality
and fiction that occurs in the novel (the
play’s title, ‘“The Trials of Arabella’, is a
reference to The Female Quixote, a take on
the famous Cervantes story).

The Tallis house is itself a boiling pot of
conflicting emotions: Robbie and Cecilia’s
awkward and suddenly disclosed love for
one another, signposted by references to
novelists Richardson and Fielding, and
feckless brother Leon’s sinister friend

Paul Marshall, whose assault of cousin
Lola precipitates Briony’s accusation
against Robbie and seals his fate later in
the novel. As for the parents, Jack Tallis

is ensconced in London, busy with work
and possibly having an affair, leaving his
wife Emily nominally in charge; she is
incapable of looking after the household
effectively, spending most of her time in
bed. Meanwhile, Briony, like any child left
to her own devices, shows a preternaturally
strong awareness of the inherent romance
of the surrounding world, and an innocence
threatened only when she opens Robbie’s
graphic love-letter to Briony’s elder

sister, Cecilia.

Briony, of course, sees herself as the
heroine, as well as the author, of her drama,
her story. This is what her ‘controlling
demon’ really means: that she is driven

to transfer what she sees into a romance,

or thriller, based on the books she has
consumed. (McEwan gives tell-tale clues,
name-checking several novels and literary
works throughout Part One whose themes
echo the story, as above.)
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Detective or Victim?

In Briony’s mind, McEwan shows us, she
is not merely a nosy child but a detective,
piecing together clues from Robbie’s
behaviour, his letter to her elder sister, the
moment she sees him seemingly attacking
Cecilia in the library, the bruise on Lola’s
arm. The novel presents these events from
different perspectives, showing the ease
with which they could be misconstrued.
Indeed, so sure is Briony of Robbie’s guilt
that when she confronts Lola she seems to
force the words out of her:

‘It was Robbie, wasn't it?’

Although Briony is a child, she is growing
into adulthood; yet at no point does she
think to check her facts — the ‘demon’

has her in its thrall throughout. Briony’s
testimony ultimately seals Robbie’s fate,
and although we are told she has the
chance to withdraw or change her version
of events on several occasions, she feels
helpless, a slave to their momentum. Her
youth and her vividness of imagination
make her as much a victim of the chain of
events as Robbie. Nonetheless, she becomes
increasingly aware that she has done wrong,
and it is this that, more than anything,
signals the transition into adult awareness
that poses the novel’s key dilemma.

An Author’s Invention of Truth

Briony’s compulsion for invention — her
desire to be the author not just of her own

destiny but also that of the ‘characters’
in her story — then, results in the jailing
of Robbie and the rupturing of his and
Cecilia’s relationship. Part Two shows

us how, after Robbie is let out of jail on
condition that he join the army, he is
involved in the headlong retreat from
Dunkirk. Here McEwan ratchets up his
playing with ideas of truth, highlighting
again the author as puppetmaster.
Presented to the reader as ‘truth’ within
the world of the novel, this story too

is later revealed to be a reconstruction
by Briony. She appropriates Robbie’s
‘story’ and creates her own version of
events, even recreating a wartime rendez-
vous between Robbie and Cecilia. All

of this section carries the trademarks of
melodrama and romance - the wartime
hero, fighting his way back to his love at
home - and is evidence of McEwan’s meta-
textual fixation.

Guilt and Atonement - Life
and Fiction

Why do this? One answer is that McEwan
is showing Briony as having learnt her
lesson and being remorseful for the
suffering she has caused Robbie and
Cecilia. In this section, Briony presents

us with a different aspect of wartime,
documenting her experiences as a
volunteer nurse who has taken up the
call as an attempt to ‘atone’ for her crime;
although she admits to herself that
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whatever skivvying or humble nursing she did
[...] she would never undo the damage. She was
unforgivable.

By slaving away on the ward looking after
sick soldiers that put her in mind of Robbie,
she tries to remove the stain of guilt from
herself. By visiting Robbie and Cecilia she
becomes a penitent, begging forgiveness,
offering to do whatever is necessary to set
the record straight. She apologises to the
couple again as she leaves them at Balham
Tube Station, noting her response as ‘foolish
and inadequate’. It might be a true moment
of atonement, although on the next page
we see that this is just a manuscript, signed
by her own hand, dated 1999, the final
draft for her novel. Though this removes the
sense of ‘objective’ fact from the narrative,
perhaps it is evidence of something deeper,
the ever-present will to put things right.

For the reader, it provokes a troubling
question about fiction: by presenting Briony
as attempting to atone for her crime (and

its consequences) through her imaginative
reconstructions, what is McEwan saying
about literature?

Writing as an Act of
Redemption

Can Briony find forgiveness for her
wrongdoing? In order for someone to
qualify for forgiveness, society requires
that they first face up to their misdeeds;
they cannot do so if they are still lying to
themselves (and to others, if the novel is

10 emagazine February 2018



taken as that). Does Briony really face up
to the wrong she has done through writing
her text, or is she still trapped by her

own fictions, unable to escape them and
reach redemption? The answer rests upon
whether her story itself can be considered
an act of atonement. She gives some clues
as to how she sees things:

There was our crime: Lola’s, Marshall’s, mine [...]

There was the crime, but there were also the
lovers [...]

It is interesting that she implicates
herself in the ‘crime’, and that through
playing the detective, she has become the
criminal. Nonetheless:

As long as there is a single copy [...] of my final
draft, then my spontaneous, fortuitous sister and
her medical prince survive to love.

For Briony, the act of writing the novel

is still capable of redeeming her and the
whole situation, and McEwan shows us
that the narrator of a story can use it to
wrest back control of the narrative itself:
it becomes a vehicle for the exploration of
her conscience.

But even she feels uncertain of this:

The problem these fifty nine years has been this:
how can a novelist achieve atonement when,
with her absolute power of deciding outcomes,
she is also God?
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The Reader as Judge of Briony
(and Fiction’s) Truth

Ultimately, the reader is invited to judge, the
postscript leaving the door open. Perhaps
the character Briony meant it to be this
way, opening herself up for judgement

to a third party, allowing her readers to
decide on whether to forgive or condemn
her. There is a certain honesty in her
revealing her uncertainty at the end, as
narrator (and even in portraying herself as
stubborn and fallible in her convictions as
a character in the novel). McEwan himself
suggests one answer:

She cannot undo what she has done. But she can,
however, live the ‘examined life’. Over her lifetime
she has written many versions of the story that
won't let her go [...] The reader has possession only
of the final version, the one that deliberately invents
and distorts in order to re-unite the lovers that she
once, as a foolish little girl, irrevocably forced apart.

It is in living the ‘examined life’ that Briony
simultaneously crosses the line from immoral
to moral, guilty to innocent, and from
character to author. Atonement thus uses its
self-reflexive nature to show that fiction can
not only re-create, but re-write history, and
perhaps even redeem what has gone before.

Fergus Parnaby is a teacher of English
at Stowe School.

emag web archive

Neil King: Atonement — Questioning
the Imagination, emagazine

31, February 2006

Robert Kidd: Atonement, emagazine
38, December 2007

Georgina Routen: A Close

Reading of Atonement — Extended
Interior Monologue, emagazine

49, September 2010

Dr Natasha Alden: Atonement

and Postmemory, emagazine

66, December 2014

Professor John Mullan: Slips and
Shifts — Time and Viewpoint in
Atonement, emagazine 70,
December 2015

Kevin Finniear: Atonement —
Revelations Withheld, emagazine
73, September 2016

Professor John Mullan: Coming to the
End, emagazine 54, December 2011

emagClips

Professor John Mullan on Key
Aspects of Narrative
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In 2016, teacher Gillian
Thompson wrote about
conversations with her
granddaughter Leonie.
We published her
article, with a transcript
and video recording on
the emagazine website.
Now, just over one year
on, Gill has followed
this up to see what has
changed in Leonie’s
speech, relating it to
theories of CLA. As
before, you can read
the article here, and see
the transcript and video
on the website.

Leonie is now three years and eight months
old. A lot has happened in the last year. She
currently attends pre-school four mornings
a week and so her social circle has widened.
Her speech will be influenced by her peers
and teachers as well as by her family. She
has also acquired a little sister, Corinne,
born at the beginning of May 2017.

Language researchers refer to investigations
over time as longitudinal studies. Their
advantage is that you can monitor language
change in real time — as in my analysis of
the changes in Leonie’s speech over the last
year. The problem with this, though, is that
it can take a very long time. If you want to
gain a quick impression of change, you need
to conduct an apparent time study. In
terms of children’s language acquisition, for
example, you could analyse the speech of a
2 year old, a 3 year old and a 4 year old and
s0 gain a quicker impression of the changes
that occur over that period, even though it
is with a different child. Luckily, as she is
my granddaughter, | have regular access to
Leonie so | can monitor her speech changes
as they happen.

This recording threw up a problem that
wasn’t there a year ago: at nearly 3%,
Leonie is much more aware of technology.
When she was first filmed, she showed little
or no concern that there was a cameraman
in the room. As he didn’t interact with her,
she ignored him. This time, however, she
looks at him curiously from time to time
and speaks in a shy voice, not the confident
tone she normally uses. William Labov,

the American socio-linguist, referred to

this as observer’s paradox. He pointed
out that we need to gather authentic

data in order for our research to be fully
representative, but can only do so through
observation. Being observed makes us
self-conscious and less inclined to speak
naturally, hence the paradox. An added
complication was that | was setting the
agenda for the conversation as | wanted

to focus on particular experiments which
demonstrated how Leonie’s speech had
changed. She only really relaxes at line 199,
when she is eating chocolate, and exclaims
spontaneously, ‘they’re a bit crunchy!” and
line 243 when she is recalling an event (‘I
did go in my jamas’). Nevertheless, | do
gain some interesting insights into Leonie’s
linguistic development.

The ‘Wug Test’

Psychologist Jean Berko devised this test
back in 1958, to test children’s capacity to
apply grammar rules. She drew a fictitious
creature called a ‘wug’ and showed it to a
child. Then she drew another one and asked

oY) 1neq 030y "a1uos]

the child to describe the pair. Children, who
had never heard adults say ‘wug’ (as they
don’t exist!), were able to apply the plural
rule ‘wugs’, thus suggesting that they have
an implicit knowledge of the way words are
formed. Although Leonie failed to do this

a year ago, labelling my attempt to draw a
‘wug’ variously as a ‘duck,’ a ‘birdee’ and
‘Pingu’ (see emag 74), this year she happily
forms the plural (see line 149 of transcript).
She also does this with some of Berko’s
other drawings of fictitious creatures — the
‘kazh’ (line 153) and the ‘lun’ (line 182).
These examples show that over the last year
Leonie has gained a knowledge of how the
plural is formed and can apply it to different
nouns, even made-up ones.

She can also do this with verbs. When
shown a man who is said to be ‘ricking’
(line 154), and asked what he did
‘yesterday’, Leonie replies ‘he did rick’
(line 159). She does a similar thing on line
187 when she declares that a man who

is ‘spowing’ today, ‘did spow’ yesterday.
Leonie does something quite interesting
with the past tense and this is consistent
throughout the transcript (when asked
what she did at her friend’s house she says,
line 243, ‘I did go in my jamas’). Rather
than add an inflection to the verb stem (ie
‘spowed’ for ‘spow’ and ‘ricked’ for ‘rick’),
she uses an auxiliary verb instead (‘did
rick’, ‘did spow’). This is quite a clever way
round a tricky situation! We have many
irregular verbs (such as ‘go’, ‘come’, ‘is’,
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‘has’) in English and it takes a long time to
learn them. Leonie has worked out that all
she needs to do to form the past tense is to
use the main stem of the verb (‘go’, ‘rick’,
‘spow’) but add the past form of the verb
‘to do’ (‘did’) as an auxiliary. That way she
doesn’t have to change a thing! Another
explanation is that I quite often frame the
question using ‘did’ (as in ‘What did you
do at Sienna’s house?’ on line 235 of the
transcript). It could be that she repeats the
auxiliary verb from my question in her
answer, assuming that is an appropriate
thing to do. Either way, she shows great
economy of effort!

Adjectives in my re-creation of Jean Berko’s
test prove a little more tricky. When asked,
‘What do you call a dog with ‘quirks’ all
over him?’ Leonie is unable to make up

the adjective ‘quirky’, instead offering the
rather more prosaic answer ‘dog’ (line 174
of the transcript). Mind you, last year, the
only adjectives she used were colour words,
such as ‘green’ and ‘purple’. This year she
has many more: ‘soft’ (line 32) ‘uggerly’
(line 64), ‘crunchy’ (line 199) ‘yummy’
(209). She can even supply synonyms:
when | ask if her playdoh heart is ‘rough’
(line 33) she replies that it is ‘bumpy’ (line
36), both demonstrating an understanding
of the meaning of the adjective ‘rough’ and
the fact that it has other words that are
similar in meaning.

Pragmatics and Play

Leonie is developing a sense that language
can be fun as well as functional. In lines 210
to 229 of the transcript, we play a rhyming
game. Leonie rhymes ‘yummy’ with
‘tummy’; ‘flower’ with ‘power’ and ‘tower;’
and ‘house’ with ‘couse’. It doesn’t matter
that the last example isn’t a word: it sounds
like one and for Leonie, in this instance,
playing the game is more important than
communicating accurately.

She is also learning that language can

be imaginative. In lines 48 to 134 of the
transcript we look at the story of Cinderella
(in hindsight an unfortunate choice

as Leonie insists on calling her ‘Belle’
throughout, suggesting she is more familiar
with Beauty and the Beast!). However, what
is clear is that she knows words from a
semantic field of fairy tales such as the

‘uggerly’ sisters (line 64), a ‘stepmother’
(line 75) and a ‘fairy mother’ (line 84).
She is even aware that ‘they got married’
represents a happy ending (line 132).

Abstract Concepts

In the 1960’s and 70’s, a psychologist called
Walter Mischel conducted what he called
the delayed gratification experiment
where children were offered a choice
between one small reward provided straight
away or two small rewards if they waited
for a short period. When | tried this with
Leonie (lines 189 to 195 of the transcript)
she immediately goes for the instant reward
(‘one piece of chocolate now’). She clearly
wasn’t prepared to risk waiting! This tells

us something about her understanding of
time: she has no set idea what ‘ten minutes’
feels like. It could be forever! In previous
conversations she uses the time adverbial
‘yesterday’ to mean anything from several
days to several hours ago. Although she can
use words from a semantic field of time, she
has little idea of the periods they represent.

Similarly, when | try to engage her in a
conversation about what happened a few
days previously when she went to play
with her friend Sienna (lines 230 to end of
transcript), she initially struggles to recall
the event, preferring to stay in the present
where she is rolling a piece of playdoh
((lines 236 to 240 of the transcript).

She is gaining some knowledge of abstract
concepts though: when asked what a heart
represents (line 19 of the transcript) she
replies, ‘I love you’ suggesting she has some
awareness of symbolism.

Leonie has learned a great deal over the
past year: her utterances are longer and
more fully formed; she has expanded
her vocabulary considerably and her
pronunciation is more developed.

Who knows what the next year will bring?

Gillian Thompson teaches English at
Godalming College.

Accessing the Transcript

Subscribers can access the transcript
on the website in emagplus 79 and

in the archive, while the video can

be found in emagClips. If your school
does not subscribe to the website,
please see the emag home page for the
transcript. The video is available in the
Previews for emagazine.

emagplus

Gillian Thompson’s transcript to
accompany the article ‘Leonie
Speaking — One Year On’.

emag web archive

Dr Marcello Giovanelli: ‘It’s Sleep
Time’ — Children’s Routines and the
Language of Bedtime (CLA), emagazine
62, December 2013

Amy Bidgood: Learning about
Language Acquisition — The

Language 0-5 Project (CLA),
emagazine 72, April 2016

Amy Bidgood: What Comes Before
Words? — The Beginnings of

Language Development, emagazine

73, September 2016

Gillian Thompson: Doing What Comes
Naturally — Leonie Speaking (CLA),
emagazine 74, December 2016

Gillian Thompson: Leonie Talking —
Theories and Transcript, emagplus 74
for emagazine 74, December 2016

Fran Hill: How Daisy’s Writing
Develops, emagazine 75, February 2017
Rebecca Woods: Child Language
Acquisition — Behind the Text,
emagazine 78, December 2017

Nikolai Luck: Delving into the emag
Archives: Child Language Acquisition,
emagazine 68, April 2015

And many, many more articles!

emagClips

Leonie Speaking — Child Language
Acquisition (CLA) and Leonie
Speaking — One Year On (to
accompany this article)
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A Great

Combination

Student Noah Matthews has loved studying the combined Language and
Literature A Level. Here he explains why it has been such a stimulating and
challenging course, and looks ahead to continuing his studies at university.

What did you particularly enjoy
about the course?

The dynamic variation of texts was
something | found intriguing as your studies
range from examining the linguistic devices
of tabloid journalism, with its particular
kind of rhetoric, to the exploration of more
literary texts, such as novels and plays.
One lesson may centre on Russell Brand’s
linguistic battle with MP Keith Vaz during
Brand’s evidence to the parliamentary
drug reform, whilst the next lesson you
may employ more literary critical ideas
when looking at Fitzgerald’s The Great
Gatsby. These examples also highlight

the larger social implications of English,

as to study language you are examining
the insinuations, sometimes subtle or

even subconscious, we all make when

we communicate. To study literature is to
study how writers have turned this human
experience into art, through narrative,
description and self-exploration

Can you talk about the
relationship between reading
and creative writing on the
course? Did you find that
particularly engaging and if
so why? What do you think
writing contributed to your
understandings as a reader?

| found the academic study melded well
with the creative aspects of the course as

| was able to gain a greater appreciation
for small, stylistic choices as they can have

a huge influence on an overall text. This
meant that when creating my own pieces

I also paid more attention to particular
linguistic choices rather than merely
ignoring them to focus on the general
form of the text. I’'m not denying that
large decisions about form can have a
major impact — Jonathan Swift’s ‘A Modest
Proposal’ is a good example of how a big

structural shift can be of critical importance.

However, the lexical choices he employs to
initially gain the trust of the reader, and the
lexical comparisons of children and food
are just as important for the overall tone

of the text. When | began my own creative
coursework, a satirical newspaper column
on Brexit, the impressions made by the
non-fiction anthology had a huge impact
on my style of writing. Moreover, once

you have learnt the linguistic conventions
of such texts, you know how to flip them
for effect, which | found more interesting
as that freedom to twist expectations is
something | think all aspiring creative
writers wish for, and to make a teacher
laugh, which | did, is quite an achievement,
even if | say so myself.

How well do you think the course
has prepared you for university
English and why?

Language and Literature A Level really
does prepare you for any English BA out
there. The skills | learnt in studying texts
have been crucial to the way | analyse
texts. It’s fairly straightforward to take a
literary approach to a text and find points

to support your claim. However, if | were
to analyse texts with my stylistics approach
| feel I'm able to access so much more
information about the text and what the
author is trying to convey. This by now
ingrained sense of analytical particularity
really helps when you go on to study
English at university. It gives Lang/Lit
students an edge in analysis. Cambridge’s
Practical Criticism paper, which many
would argue is a staple of their course,
makes undergraduates study unseen texts
without applying literary theories to them.
They are forced into close reading with
emphasis on form and stylistics. Moreover,
Oxford’s English course is combined; they
do not offer a pure literature course. These
two Goliaths of the academic world both
emphasise that you need some form of
knowledge of stylistics to fully analyse texts.

Would you recommend the
course?

I would definitely recommend the course
to any students wanting to study some
form of English A Level. | believe it offers
a great combination of literary approaches
as | experienced through my study of The
Great Gatshy and Blake’s Songs while also
foregrounding the linguistics that underpin
all texts, literary, non-literary, spoken and
written. | think the pairing of analytical
study and creative writing works incredibly
well as both activities develop the other. You
become more aware of the creative devices
on offer to writers and the most applicable
ones to use, whilst also heightening your
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analytical eye when using reading new texts
as you then have a deeper insight into the
mind of an author.

What am | doing now?

| am hoping to go to university to read
English next September. Although it will
obviously be a challenge, I'm also quietly
confident as my analytical skills have been
developed greatly through this A Level.
Currently I’'m also working as a filmmaker
on short films, both fiction and non-fiction,
having transferred my tonal gauge from
text to the visual form. That’s the thing
about this A Level: although it’s rooted in
the written format, the ways to tell a story
that I've learnt are universally applicable.
Literary choices can be translated to visual:
plosive to quick cuts, elongated sentences
to isolated framing, unreliable narrators to
visual cutaways (thank you Mr Fitzgerald).
The essence of the course is that what you
learn when studying English can be adapted
to whatever creative endeavours you want
to pursue. That’s what | learned. That’s
what | have loved about it.

Noah Matthews is studying English Language and
Literature A Level at Godalming College and hopes
to study English at university next year.

emag web archive

» Jenniah Brown: From GCSE to Degree
— A Student Perspective, emagazine
69, September 2015

e The Brilliant English Undergrad
Student — What Are We looking For?
emagazine 72, April 2016

e Ed Limb: English at A Level and
University — What emagazine Can Do
For You, emagazine 74, December 2016
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The internal divisions of

Regeneration’s
Billy Prior

Billy Prior is obsessed with sex, determined to shock and
resolved that everyone around him should dislike him
intensely — including himself. Yet throughout the Regeneration
trilogy he’s even more key to the moral questions that Barker
raises than Sassoon’s ‘A Soldier’s Declaration’. So argues
Charlotte Woolley.
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Divisions Personified

Regeneration’s Billy Prior is riddled with
internal divisions. His class experiences
place him in both the working class and
middle class. His war experience is also
divided, between service at home and in
France, punctuated by his short stay at

the Craiglockhart war hospital for officers
suffering from shellshock, which is where
he meets Dr William Rivers. Prior is not a
historical character, unlike both Wilfred
Owen and Siegfried Sassoon (whose ‘A
Soldier’s Declaration’ begins the novel’s
moral discussion over the cost and process
of war) but his experiences are drawn
from Barker’s extensive research. In an
EMC interview, Barker describes Prior as
‘designed to elucidate something in Rivers’.
Through Prior’s constant probing of Rivers’
internal conflict over his work, curing men
to send them back to war, she explores the
moral conflicts of World War One and its
effect on a generation of young men.

Conflict of Class and Status

Through their treatment sessions with
Rivers, Barker juxtaposes Prior and Sassoon
— an upper-class officer. For Prior the deep
class divisions of the army heighten the
tension his background creates. A visit from
his parents reveals the upbringing that

has shaped him. Prior’s father is almost a
caricature of the working-class man, seeing
physical labour as both his job and that

of his son. Gruff, associating masculinity
with dominance, drinking and violence, he

confirms that Prior volunteered for army
service without his approval:

Time enough to do summat for the Empire when
the Empire’s done summat for you.

Mrs Prior’s contrary insistence on gentility
creates conflict between father and son,
and their aspirations for Billy’s future.
Billy’s father calls him ‘neither fish nor
fowl’, unable to settle into the traditional
masculine working-class lifestyle yet

not accepted by his social superiors.
Although in the officer class, Prior’s
attitudes are a complex combination of
adopting their mannerisms and attitudes
to fit in, and adopting them in order to
mock those who look down on him as a
‘temporary gentlemen’.

Although Prior is abrasively conscious
of his internal class conflict, the chip on
his shoulder is well-founded. He points
out that while Rivers always used other
officer’s surnames (Sassoon, Owen), he
was always ‘Mr Prior’, and he angrily
contradicts any suggestion that class is
irrelevant in the army:

It's made perfectly clear when you arrive that
some people are more than others. It helps if
you've been to the right school. It helps if you
hunt.

Psychological Interpretation

The psychological impact of these

conflicts is explored through physical
manifestations of class difference. Prior
arrives at Craiglockhart mute and unable to
remember his experiences. After his voice

returns, Rivers identifies Prior’s mutism as a
reflection of his class:

‘What you tend to get in officers is stammering
[...] [the physical symptoms] are all common in
private soldiers and rare in officers. It’s almost as
if for the [...] the labouring classes, illness has to
be physical.’

Barker’s novel develops the philosophy

of shellshock that soldiers, trapped in
trenches without control even over their
own movements, develop ways of coping

or symptoms that make it impossible for
them to continue serving. In what Rivers
describes as ‘the labouring classes’ (soldiers
like Prior), these are physical symptoms that
prevent them from continuing to fight.

Victorian psychologist Henry Maudsley
suggested that women were more likely to
suffer ‘hysteria’ (an early term for many
mental illnesses), because

the range of activity of women is so limited,
and their available paths of work in life so few,
compared with those which men have.

In The Female Malady, Elaine Showalter
develops this idea, concluding that
historically women’s depression has
been driven by

women’s oppressive social roles rather than by
their bodies or psyches.

In Regeneration, Pat Barker uses Prior to
interrogate the differences between pre-war
women and the soldiers trapped in France.
The soldiers are powerless, at the mercy of
the Germans on the other side of No Man’s
Land but equally beholden to the generals
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far behind the lines orchestrating each
movement and battle. In contrast, women
like Prior’s girlfriend Sarah found their
horizons expanding. Prior thinks when he
meets her that women

seemed to have changed so much during the war,
to have expanded in all kinds of ways, whereas
men over the same period had shrunk into a
smaller and smaller space.

For Sarah, munitions work is well-paid
and offers her significant independence far
removed from the life of service she was
destined for before the war.

Rivers’ treatments regularly explore the
‘division’ his patients experience. Of all the
trilogy’s characters, Prior’s internal division
is the most profound, resulting in an ‘alter-
ego’ appearing in The Eye in the Door. His
other persona seems to have all Billy’s inner
strength and none of his moral conscience.
Attending a therapy session, Rivers sees
Prior in his alternative form as

quite different, suddenly: keen, alert, cold,
observant, detached, manipulative, ruthless.

While in this alternative state he
investigates and betrays conscientious
objectors, working-class people he has
been best friends with since childhood.
Through hypnosis, he and Rivers discover
that the ‘alternative personality’ is a way
Prior has previously coped with his parents’
violent marriage, enabling him to block out
traumatic memories. The other personality
resurfaces in France when he is injured and
trapped in a shell hole overnight.

Sex - Comfort, Weapon, Shock

Barker’s characters also struggle with issues
of sexuality and Prior is no exception.
Rivers says to Sassoon that the war has
developed concerns about the differences
between comradeship and romantic feeling:

[there is] this enormous emphasis on love
between men — comradeship — and everybody
approves. But at the same time there’s always this
little niggle of anxiety. Is it the right kind of love?

Contrasting Rivers’ implicit asexuality and
Sassoon’s matter-of-fact homosexuality,
Prior’s sexuality is overt and often
manipulative. He uses sex as a weapon,

deliberately flirting with Rivers as a way
to provoke and challenge his authority
as well as to deflect discussion from
uncomfortable subjects.

Prior’s relationship with Sarah Lumb is
equally ambivalent. Walking with her on
the beach front he feels ‘callous towards
her’ and is ‘determined to get her’, implying
that possession and control of her are a kind
of retaliation against civilians who can’t
understand his experiences. Yet just a page
later, there is a surprising combination of
passion, tenderness, and sensuality in the
description of their first lovemaking:

Through the thickness in his throat, he said, ‘I'm
not pushing, but if you wanted to, I'd make sure it
was all right.” [...] his nostrils filled with the scent
of rock pools at low tide. He slipped his hands
underneath her, and lifted her, until her whole
pelvis became a cup from which he drank.

Prior appears to fall in love with Sarah,
finding emotional and sexual comfort.
However, in another symptom of his
internal divisions she is kept separate from
much of his life, a safe haven to which he
can retreat or a symbol of the life he could
have had if the war had not interfered.

The Only Possible End

In Rivers’ treatment of all his patients,
Barker addresses a fundamental conflict:
when a doctor works for the army, the
responsibility is no longer to the patient but
to the state, to enable the patient to recover
well enough to be sent back to the front.
By the end of Regeneration, Prior’s mutism
has been cured. Rivers visits another doctor,
treating a patient (Callan) with mutism

by applying electrodes to his tongue.

Rivers connects Callan, Sassoon, and Prior.
Sassoon returns to the front; although

he refuses to rescind the Declaration he
knows he can only continue to protest
through his poetry. For Prior and Callan,
losing their voices was the only method of
protesting against the war: by getting them
to speak again, Yealland and Rivers have
silenced them.

By the end of the trilogy, Prior has
returned to active service in France, serving

alongside Wilfred Owen. He comments
with dark irony:

We are Craiglockhart’s success stories [...] We
don’t remember, we don't think, we don't feel
[...] By any proper civilised standard [...] we are
objects of horror.

Prior and Owen are killed a week before
Armistice Day. The horror and futility

of their deaths is juxtaposed with the
impression that, for Prior, this is the only
possible ending to the conflicts that the war
has deepened in him. Although engaged to
Sarah, it’s impossible to imagine him having
any future ordinary life. Troubled already
by his struggles with class and sexuality,
the war has sharpened his sense of injustice
and anger. In Prior, Barker represents those
soldiers who came back, but never really
succeeded in leaving the war behind, and
the generation of young men sacrificed

to a war that originally seemed just, but
transformed into a bloody mechanised
conflict on an unimaginable scale.

Charlotte Woolley teaches A Level English
Literature at Skipton Girls’ High School, and
regularly blogs about literature at
www.charlotteunsworth.com

emag web archive

* Ros Fraser: Internal Division
in Regeneration, emagplus for
emagazine 40, April 2008

= Priscilla McClay: History and Fiction
— Regeneration and Birdsong, emagazine
49, September 2010

« Dr Paul Norgate: Who'’s Who?
Billy Prior and Wilfred Owen
in Regeneration, emagazine 65,
September 2014.

= Mike Peters: World War 1 in
Contemporary Novels, emagazine
74, December 2016

emagClips

* Professor John Mullan on Key
Aspects of Narrative
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Reading A View from the Bridge and Death of a Salesman through a Marxist
lens shows us not only how Miller questions the American Dream, suggests

Dr Kurt A. Johnson, but also how he exposes the tragic commercialisation of
human relationships in a capitalist system.

Marco: Sardines.

Eddie: Sure. (Laughing.) How you gonna
catch sardines on a hook?

Oh, I didn’t know they're

sardines. (To Catherine.) They're

Beatrice:

sardines!

Catherine: Yeah, they follow
them all over the ocean, Africa,
Yugoslavia... (She sits and begins
to look through a movie magazine.
Rodolpho joins her.)

Beatrice (to Eddie): It's funny, y'know. You
never think of it, that sardines are
swimming in the ocean! (She exits to
kitchen with dishes.)

‘Sir’, one student asked aloud in the middle of
reading A View from the Bridge, ‘why is Miller
banging on about sardines?’ My student’s
question suggested exasperation, but buried
within her voice was genuine inquiry. |

had, after all, been teaching my students all
year that writers use language purposefully;
everything means something.

So, it was with some embarrassment that |
responded, ‘Huh, well...I don’t really know.’
But her question burned in my mind: why
does Miller bang on about sardines? And
coffee? And bananas? And oranges and
lemons? And whiskey?

Why does Miller make Eddie a longshoreman
off-loading (and stealing) these imported
goods — and not, say, a postman, like my
grandfather who humped the streets of a

Red Hook-like neighbourhood back in Philly
during the 1950s? Why does Miller make
Marco and Roldolpho’s primary employment
as fishermen who traverse the Adriatic and
Mediterranean Seas — from the coasts of Sicily,
to what is now Croatia and Tunisia? Why is
Catherine’s first impulse, after Eddie agrees
to the stenographer job at the plumbing
company, to buy a new rug and table cloth
for the house?

In short, why does Miller spend significant
stage time and dialogue on seemingly trivial
matters that appear to do little to drive the
tragic plot or the prominent conflicts forward?

The realisation came suddenly: wrapped in
these scenes of placid, mundane domesticity
were the hallmark references to capital,
commodities and modes of production - the
base machinations of Marxist theory. These
things that Miller fills his play with are all
the material goods of a capitalist system

that compel Marco and Rodolpho to leave a
war-torn and economically-stagnant Italy to
seek the American Dream in the States; that
compel Catherine to seek not just sexual but
financial independence, thereby igniting the

fuse for Eddie’s tragedy; that, even before the
play ever begins, trap Eddie in his tragic fate:
being the everyday, blue-collar worker whose
terrible destiny is fixed by his impoverished
economic circumstances.

In this way, Miller reveals the real tragedy for
‘sardines’ like Eddie: not so much that they
cannot achieve the American Dream, but
that the American Dream was never there for
them to achieve in the first place.

Miller and Marxism

Miller grew up in an initially well-to-do
German-Jewish household in New York

City during the 1910s and 20s; however,

his family lost their business during The
Great Depression and Miller grew to know
the hard-luck poverty most working-class
Americans experienced at the time. During
the 1940s and 1950s, Miller began to
sympathise with Communist critiques of
capitalism; this was dangerous given that, at
the time, anti-Communist sentiment in the
US was at a fever pitch. In 1956, the infamous
anti-Communist senator Joseph McCarthy
brought Miller in front of the House Un-
American Activities Committee requiring him
to condemn Communism and its supporters
in the theatrical trade. Miller refused. As a
result, he was held in contempt of court and
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Antony Sher as Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller, A Royal Shakespeare Company Production directed by Gregory Doran. Geraint Lewis/Alamy Stock Photo




his passport was rescinded. Miller would
allegorise this Communist ‘witch hunt’ —
which largely defined the Cold War period of
geopolitical intrigue and mistrust between the
US and Soviet Union — in his play The Crucible.
(Incidentally, this was the very play whose
opening he was unable to attend in Belgium
because of his passport revocation.)

Given his personal connections with
Communism, Miller’s plays are ripe pickings
for a Marxist interpretation.

As a literary theory, Marxism asks the reader
to critique the economic circumstances that
bear influence on the characters, the narrative
and the general production of the text. It asks
us to question the capitalist system and why
it disadvantages or favours the characters.

It asks us to consider the exploitative and/

or exploiting labour conditions in which our
protagonist(s) may work. Marxism is not just
about those with and those without, but also
about the systems — and ideas — that are put
into place that entrench economic disparity.

Miller, Willy and The American
Dream

In Death of Salesman, Miller explores the
exploitative ideology of capitalism through
the American Dream. With its roots in the
Declaration of Independence’s revolutionary
statement that ‘All men are created equal’
who have a right to ‘life, liberty and the
pursuit of happiness’, the American Dream,
simply stated, is the cultural belief that

any American, regardless of ethnicity or
socioeconomic status, can be (materially)
successful if they work hard enough.

Miller uses ideas about the American

Dream to critique the economic reality of

his characters, showing how economic
circumstances fuel the play’s larger tragedies.
As a salesman, Willy travels around the
country to sell products, investing his

labour to create within those products a
sense of desirability, all at the expense of

his relationship with his family. He is an
illusionist who must use his powers of
persuasion to make people see potential and
necessity that may not be there - to, as Miller
said, peddle the ‘bullshit’, ‘pseudo life’ idea
that one could ‘touch the clouds by standing
on top of a refrigerator’. Quite literally, Willy’s
labour has no material substance. It is not
real. This lack of substance serves as the crux
of Willy’s existential crisis: if a person’s labour
is worthless, then the person must also be
worthless. Willy’s worth is only as material

as his dreams, suggesting why Miller has

Willy spend most of the play residing in the
intangible realm of memory.

Interestingly, even ironically, we never
know exactly what Willy sells, because in
the end what he ultimately sells is himself

- his own life (and for a measly $20,000 in
life insurance at that). That was the market
value for a man of Willy’s socioeconomic
standing. By giving up his life for the material
benefit of his family, Willy’s death symbolises
the moral void which forms the centre of

a consumerism-crazed American society.

The death of the salesman is not only the
death of the American Dream — because,

as Charlie and Happy put it, the dream is

all the salesperson has — but the death of a
moral society that values human life and
dignity above conspicuous consumption and
commodification.

Thus, Miller’s use of material goods —

from sardines to footballs, rugs to Chevys

- highlights the ways in which he sees
individuals becoming commodities to be
exchanged and traded to the impairment not
only of the individuals themselves, but also
the very familial foundations that serve as the
bedrock of society.

Death of Salesman - The
Commodification of the
Individual

Willy’s notion of the American Dream is
based on flawed superficiality, investing

in the physical materialism of ‘personal
attractiveness’ rather than intellectual rigour
(Bernard) or honest labour (Biff’s ranch
work out West). Willy constantly equates
other people’s ‘love’ for him with his material
success, indelibly tying human emotion to
capital gain. That Willy’s older brother Ben
embodies the personal magnetism of the
American Dream —

Why, boys, when | was seventeen | walked into
jungle and when | was twenty-one | walked out
[...] and by God | was rich!

only further strengthens the appeal of the
American Dream for Willy, despite the falsely
fabular nature of Ben’s tale, along with its
gross impracticality as a sustainable and fair
economic model for working people.

But most depressing of all is the extent

to which Willy bequeaths this ideology

of human commodification to his sons.
This mentality frames many of his fatherly
interactions with the boys, (presented in
flashbacks). In Act I, Willy lauds Biff for
his sporting prowess, thereby forgiving his
criminality in stealing the very material

sporting goods that allow for the otherwise
wholesome fatherly interaction of playing
football to take place. By acquiescing in

the theft, Willy not only taints his paternal
relationship with Biff, but ultimately teaches
him that material goods are more important
than knowledge, laws and even people.

In the same scene, Willy pushes Happy

aside — despite Happy’s incessant attention-
seeking interjections — in favour of Biff’s
(mythologised and morally-compromised)
sportsmanship. This emotional rejection is
one Happy channels into womanising in
later life, relegating women to mere sexual
commodities. Happy laments this to Biff — he
dreams of a steady and loving relationship
with a woman — but the fact that he can, like
Ben, go into the jungle and come out rich
when it comes to sexual relationships is a
form of emotional capital from which Happy
cannot divest himself.

The ideology of the American Dream is
enough in this instance not only to destroy
a life, but to destroy the entire humanity of
the Loman family.

In the vast economic oceans of capitalism,
Miller makes the reader realise the extent

to which there are only so many sharks; the
rest of us are just sardines swimming around
unknowingly. And just as many people don’t
think about sardines swimming in the ocean,
many people don’t think about the untold
poor struggling to make it in an economic
system designed to make them lose ... and
lose everything.

