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RHETORICAL ANTHROPOLOGY OR ANTHROPOLOGICAL 

RHETORIC: FOUNDATIONS OF THE ñRHETORIC & 

ANTHROPOLOGYò RESEARCH NET  

 

 
Abstract: The article is a scientific manifesto by the Rhetoric & Anthropology Research Net. It 

discusses the state of the subject, the basic principles of the investigation and an outline of different 

rhetorical-anthropological fields of work directed by the authors of the article. 

The methodological focus is ecological because it is based on responsibility and solidarity 

specified in a culture of debate worthy of the name, and in the principle of affirmation, that is, in a 

rhetoric that opens new pathways, provides solutions, and brings people together because it has an 

eminently positive orientation. 

 

Key words: rhetoric, anthropology, persuasion, responsibility, ethics, virtues 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the presentation of the web page of Rhetoric & Anthropology Research Net, 

coordinated by the chair of rhetoric of the Pontifical University of the Holy Cross in 

Rome (Prof. Dr. Rafael Jim®nez Cata¶o), one can read that it must not be forgotten 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.1
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that rhetoric is a discipline with a strong theoretical basis and of eminently practical 

use. Rhetoric is an approach to human life that brings together sciences as diverse as 

logic, psychology, and linguistics. At the centre of this interdisciplinary crossroads, 

one finds the human person, who communicates with other human beings.
1
 

The Research Net was created in September 2015 by the authors of this 

article, who belong to three different universities ï Rome (Holy Cross), Padua 

and Saarbr¿cken ï and who have been working for years on different aspects of 

ars rhetorica, such as argumentation, pragmatics, dialogue, and the relationships 

between rhetoric and ethics and between rhetoric and culture. The telos that has 

served to unite these researchers belongs to the classical discussion found in 

Platoôs dialogues about the philosophical and rhetorical status, above all the 

eminently anthropological dimension of communication ï from persons, with 

persons, and toward persons ï and whose dignity, to paraphrase one of Hans 

Georg Gadamerôs ideas (cf. Kemmann 2009: 446), is emphasized when the 

interlocutors manage to unite themselves with one another to increase their 

knowledge and reach stable consensuses. 

This article is to be considered a scientific manifesto of this research net, which 

can serve to open the doors to scientific debate and to possible cooperation 

between persons and institutions interested in a rhetorical investigation with an 

anthropological focus. This manifesto will be carried out in three phases: 

 

1. Presentation of the status of the issue. 

2. Basic principles of the investigation in the Rhetoric & Anthropology 

Research Net. 

 

After this exposition of common investigation lines, it will proceed to some brief 

expositions of each of the contributors of the Research Net: 

 

3. An outline of the different rhetorical-anthropological fields. 

 

 

Presentation of the status of the issue 

 

The inspiration for the title of this article, in which the components of the 

name of the institution, ñrhetoricò and ñanthropologyò are placed in alternating 

noun-adjective relation to one another (rhetorical anthropology / anthropological 

 
1 ñRhetoric is a multidimensional discipline in which theory, practice, logic, psychology, 

linguistics, and the behavior and intentions of the speaker and the listener all come together.  Thus, 

in the crossroads of the rhetorical phenomenon, one can find the wholeness of the human personò 

(http://www.rhetoricandanthropology.net ï Accessed April 30th, 2018). ñHuman personò and 

ñpersonò mean here most of the same, but we do not consider pleonastic ñhuman personò because 

we contemplate the idea of divine persons and of angelic persons. 

http://www.rhetoricandanthropology.net/
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rhetoric), has come from the German language philosophical-rhetorical investigation 

in recent years. Kopperschmidt (2000) published a volume entitled Rhetorische 

Anthropologie (rhetorical anthropology) and Oesterreich (2008) published a 

fundamental study in the volume Rhetorik und Stilistik from the HSK collection (see 

bibliography) under the name of Anthropologische Rhetorik (anthropological 

rhetoric). We ask ourselves: are the terms interchangeable, was there a mistake in 

their use, or is there a specific rhetorical-anthropological concept in each case? 

It is well known that the adjective specifies the semantic extension of the 

noun. In our case, the adjective rhetorical in the first case specifies the concept 

of anthropology, considering man from the perspective of his capacity for 

communication, and setting aside other dimensions of the person such as liberty, 

love, culture, work, etc. or, to be more precise, it leads us to contemplate each of 

these human dimensions from the perspective of the ability to communicate. In 

the second case, the adjective anthropological specifies the study of rhetoric 

from a human point of view, such as truthfulness in speech, the liberty of the 

interlocutors, the credibility of the speaker, his rationality in argumentation, etc., 

without focusing on phenomena that are exclusively pragmatic, stylistic, 

dialectic, etc. Or, even more, as in the previous case: it puts these phenomena 

under the particular light emitted by their human character. In the second case, 

the anthropological perspective tends to study the person not only in his identity 

but also in his ability to form relationships thus expanding the concept of 

rhetoric from the narrow margin of persuasion to that of communication between 

human persons. If the adjective does not, strictly speaking, restrict the semantic 

extension of the noun but rather casts a particular light upon it, the reason is that 

the concepts are not univocal but analogous, a phenomenon with which we will 

not concern ourselves here.
2
 

We will not reproduce here all the aspects of the research about this subject, 

for that we refer to the cited works. However, we do wish to focus on the basic 

question that drives the idea of the Research Net. It is inspired by the most 

influential philosopher in this field, Hans Blumenberg (2000), whose article we 

cite is published in Kopperschmidtôs book. The underlying question ï it could 

not be any other way in philosophy ï is the subject of truth. Blumenberg (2000: 

67f) places rhetoric in relation to 

  

a) the possession of the truth; 

b) the feeling of unease at not being able to attain it. 

 
2 About this point, analogical hermeneutics could be of great use, not only because of its 

analogical perspective but also because of the added hermeneutics, which is as it were the 

ñopposite directionò to the path of rhetoric. All of the rhetorical resources of persuasion of the 

other have validity in the opposite direction: to understand the other. Cf. Beuchot (1995, 2003). 
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In the first point ï represented by Cicero and the tradition inspired by him ï 

rhetoric has the function of embellishing the transmission of the truth, of 

presenting it in all its splendour. Its medium is the ornatus. The alternative in b) 

is the sophist option, which bases itself in the impossibility of reaching the truth 

and therefore appropriates the right of presenting the persuasibile as truth. This 

second case is for Blumenberg the eminently rhetorical, for the truth, according 

to him, has no need of persuasion. Persuasion becomes necessary on discovering 

the anthropological failure to find the truth, for which man then makes use of art 

and appearance as substitutes for being. In fact, to the extent that what has come 

to be called ñrealò does not exist, these substitutes become converted in reality.
3
 

There is room for another formulation of this essential aporia of the truth (cf. 

Jim®nez Cata¶o 2012: 9): 

  

a) it is possible to possess it, without being able to demonstrate it; 

b) one can lie, trick, corrupt, and spoil with the truth. 

 

In this evidence that ñtruth is not everythingò, the anthropological dimension that 

is necessary for rhetoric becomes evident. 

The background of Blumenbergôs theory is the idea of man as a ñfrail and 

finite beingò (Mªngelwesen) ï a concept introduced by Arnold Gehlen in his 

work Man, His Nature and Place in the World
4
 ï and the necessity of 

compensating for these deficiencies, as has already been set forth by Alfred 

Adler in his individual psychology, particularly in Study of Organ Inferiority and 

its psychical Compensation.
5
 This compensation is rhetoric in our case, the only 

thing that we have when we lose evidence. And this ars oratoria, as we are 

supposed to act in the world, substitutes and systematizes physical action, which 

constitutes an anthropological radical.
6
 A new focus of the frailty of the human 

condition is expressed in the anthropological reflection of MacIntyre, with the 

eloquent title of his 1999 work: Dependent Rational Animals. The dependence, 

the vulnerability of man are constituent elements of his condition, they are 

authentic humanity, not mere ñextra-humanò contingencies. 

In this sense, the rhetorical-anthropological element par excellence is the 

metaphor: the strange or inaccessible is substituted for the familiar and known. It 

is a metaphorical detour: instead of naming something as what it is, it is named 

via something different. In principle a choice of style, it is a cognitive need for 

the most important realities: instead of knowing something as it is, it is known 

 
3 ñSobald es das nicht mehr gibt, was einmal als órealô galt, werden die Susbtitutionen selbst 

ódas Realeôò (2000: 77). 
4 Der Mensch. Seine Natur und seine Stellung in der Welt, 1940. 
5 Studie ¿ber die Minderwertigkeit der Organe, 1907. 
6 ñPhysische durch verbale Leistungen zu ersetzen, ist ein anthropologisches Radikal: Rhetorik 

systematisiert esò (Blumenberg 2000: 73). 
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through something different. But this knowledge is imperfect ï Blumenberg 

(2000: 80) calls it principium rationis insufficientis ï and constitutes the 

correlative of the anthropology of a being that lacks the necessary faculties for its 

own survival.
7
 Bolz (2000: 97), in a commentary to the Blumenberg article in the 

same volume, compares this concept of rhetoric and metaphor with 

deconstruction. This is the deconstruction of ñisò, the metaphor then corresponds 

to the instrument for thinking about the inconceivable in concepts.
8
 Definitively, 

what rhetoric offers is protection from the trauma of the real.
9
 

In the same volume, Bornscheuer criticizes two fundamental elements of 

Blumenbergôs rhetoric 

 

a) metaphor as the most important element of rhetoric 

b) rhetoric as the ñpoor manôsò compensation 

 

Regarding a), in relation to classical rhetoric Bornscheuer (2000: 103f) 

reinforces the capacity of man to know something as it is and not simply ï 

metaphorically ï through something different. What the individual often finds 

difficult on his own can be obtained more easily in community. Because of this, 

Bornscheuer emphasizes: the most significant element of rhetoric, where its 

function can be most clearly seen and its anthropological dimension is shown, is 

not metaphor but consensual judgement.
10

 

Regarding b), rhetoric is not compensation for manôs weakness, but the 

ordinary instrument for getting strength out of weakness. In the well-known motto 

of the eristics of Protagoras of making the weak idea strong an eminently 

anthropological principle is contained: man is capable of surpassing himself, of 

finding strength in his weakness, making himself the ñapprentice of natureò. 

Pareyson, as is well known, turned the ñweaknessò of the word around on 

recognizing it as being ñcapable of possessing an infiniteò (1971: 115)
11

 and, 

therefore, strength. According to Bornscheuer (2000: 108f) this was the reaction of 

Herder and of the rhetoric of the eighteenth century. What is the strength that 

rhetoric provides? It is precisely the category of evidentia, which according to 

Quintilian (VI 2, 32) represents the highest goal of rhetoric. Bornscheuer (2000: 

 
7 This insufficiency, accepted as an ordinary human condition, is compensated by the equally 

human vocation to mutual care, which can be derived from the Philosophy of Care. 
8 ñDekonstruktion ist (!) die Dekonstruktion des óistô. Ganz entsprechend entfaltet die 

Metaphorologie das Denken des Unbegrifflichen in Begriffenò. Also ñtraumaò, recognized as 

belonging to the human condition, finds in the ñhermeneutical/rhetoricalò center the ordinary 

relationship between man and reality semper interpretanda. This ñordinary relationshipò implies 

that a spontaneous hermeneutics is involved, as well as a spontaneous rhetoric. 
9 ñWas Rhetorik vor allen Dingen gewªhrt, ist Schutz vor dem Trauma des Realenò (Ibid.: 95). 
10 ñNicht die óMetapherô, sondern das konsensuelle Urteilò (Ibid.: 104). 
11 Gottlob Frege also saw strength in the symbolic faculty of man, which he compared with the 

invention of the sail, which allowed him to use the wind to sail against the wind (cf. 1998: 107). 
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106) thus contradicts the basic principle of Blumenbergôs theory and of all those 

who put evidence in opposition to rhetoric: instead of thinking that there is no 

rhetoric when there is evidence, it is advisable to view rhetoric as the art of putting 

the truth about things ante oculos. This makes the metaphor in its rhetorical 

conception relevant again, since it is precisely the quality that, according to 

Aristotle, defines a good metaphor (cf. Rhetoric, III, 10, 1411a26)
12

. George 

Steinerôs answer to deconstruction is revealing. Since deconstruction is a denial of 

the presence of the logos, it cannot be refuted through discussion. The best answer 

is a work of art, for it is a counter-example. In fact, in his book Real Presences he 

attempts to demonstrate the reality of works of art in human history, and its literary 

merit seeks to make the book a work that demonstrates beauty (cf. 1989: 115ff, 

126). 

With respect to Oesterreichôs position in his concept of anthropological rhetoric 

(Anthropologische Rhetorik), one cannot find a profile as well defined as that 

which distinguishes the rhetorical anthropology (Rhetorische Anthropologie) of 

Kopperschmidt. Oesterreich also speaks of the anthropology of homo rhetoricus as 

a specifically rhetorical doctrine of man.
13

 His contribution is based above all in 

what he calls ñfundamental rhetoricò (Fundamentalrhetorik), in which he builds 

upon the constituent and fundamental communicative properties of man, and goes 

to the extreme of affirming: speech is the man himself.
14

 Over this universal 

phenomenon ars rhetorica has developed over time, and with its services the 

innate persuasive and communicative qualities have been perfecting themselves. 

As an illustration of this interrelation between nature and culture Oesterreich 

(2008: 871) proposes the quinque partes (inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria, 

actio) as candidates for invariant anthropological universals. These partes would 

correspond to manôs fundamental creative forces to manage his Lebenswelt, such 

as his capacity to discover, organize, shape, remember and dramatize. From our 

point of view, Oesterreichôs position would be convincing if it were turned around: 

precisely because discovering, organizing, shaping, remembering and dramatizing 

are constituent qualities of man, he has created the officia oratoris in the quality of 

inventio, dispositio, elocutio, etc. Studying these partes or officia anthropologically 

will shed more light for understanding the qualities and properties of discourse in 

greater depth. Oesterreich himself (2008: 871) does so with respect to the means of 

persuasion logos, ethos and pathos, placing them in relation to the capacity of man 

to discover, evaluate and to be moved. 

Let us provisionally close the status of the issue with a few specifications 

about the axis on which the discussion about the relation between rhetoric and 

 
12 One must not forget, on the other hand, that classical rhetoric evolved during a period when 

the possibility of certainties was accepted (besides doubts, paradoxes and obstacles to reach truths), 

not in the postmodern era. 
13 ñEine spezifisch rhetorische Lehre vom Menschenò (2008: 869). 
14 ñDie Rede, das óistô der Mensch selbstò (Ibid.: 870). 
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anthropology turns: the capacity of man to gain access to the truth. Without 

making any direct reference to Blumenberg, the Spanish philosopher Alejandro 

Llano (1999) indicates a series of fundamental guidelines to pose a criticism of 

rhetoric as compensation for knowledge that is inaccessible to man. Llano bases 

his theory on three points: 

 

1. man does not possess truth, rather truth possesses man; 

2. a real relation between truth and freedom exists;
15

 

3. truth and virtue mutually complement one another. 

 

Without going into detail here, we will summarize the principal ideas that can 

serve as a correction to a position that conceives man as incapable of penetrating 

into the essence of things. True anthropological poverty is precisely that which 

makes the man fall into metaphysical emptiness. This is truly made manifest if 

the man says that he possesses the truth. Who can assert this? In such a case it is 

subjectivism and the schism of society that reign, each person defending his own 

truth. Rhetoric is in this case fundamentally an instrument of persuasion, a 

weapon, used not only for survival but also to exercise power. Allowing oneself 

to be possessed by the truth, on the contrary, frees man from subjectivism, from 

slavery to prevailing opinions and to the pressure of social advantages. Authentic 

dialogue is possible in this case because it is based on the logos, word that 

transmits knowledge, truth that in the end imposes itself on us, the interlocutors, 

when we have helped one another by uniting our points of view in order to find 

it. Fabrice Hadjadj formulates this personal aspect of the truth explaining that 

 
truth is not fulfilled in a stark, cold system but in hearing a voice. It is not about listening 

only to subject oneself to an order, but listening to the voice itself, as one listens to a singer 

or, even more, as one listens to a loved one. The voice is the word made flesh and is the 

expression of a person (2011: 48, own translation). 

 

This position does not make oneôs life easier. 

 
He who seeks the truth does not pretend to have certainties. On the contrary: he tries to 

make what is already known vulnerable because he seeks to know more and to know better. 

And, paradoxically, it is this openness to risk that, in a way, makes a person invulnerable, 

because his own trivial interests are not at stake, what is at stake is the patency of the truth 

(Llano 1999: 198, own translation; cf. DôAgostini 2011: 13-14). 

 

Discovering this ñpatency of realityò involves constant work to overcome 

subjectivism. Thus, an emphasis is placed on the importance of an ethic of the 

virtues to facilitate access to the truth. In this sense rediscovering Aristotleôs 

 
15 The hermeneutics of Pareyson is based on a close interconnection between the person, truth, 

and freedom (cf. 1971: 84-85). 
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concept of practical truth becomes a task of eminent relevance, the concept of 

truth that is made, that has been operated freely. 

 

 

Basic principles of the investigation in the Rhetoric & Anthropology 

Research Net 

 

With respect to the relationship between rhetoric and anthropology, the 

Research Net opts for the research perspective of ñanthropological rhetoricò, 

although differentiating it from Oesterreichôs concept. In effect, homo 

rhetoricus, the man in his exclusive communicative dimension, does not offer 

the necessary richness of anthropological nuances. Kopperschmidt himself, in 

his introduction to the volume published by him (2000: 33f), admits that the 

concept of homo rhetoricus serves only as a crutch to bring us closer to man in 

his entirety, knowing that we are observing his behaviour in very human 

situations, such as communicative ones. Therefore, their anthropological value is 

relative. In our net, we seek not so much to reach a better understanding of man 

through his rhetorical qualities as to better know rhetoric keeping in mind these 

anthropological dimensions. At the same time, it is inevitable that more will be 

learned about the man because we see him reflected in his works, especially in 

these works that exhibit a particular human density. This is why anthropological 

rhetoric is essentially inseparable from hermeneutics. 

In order to do this, we base ourselves in an open, let us say systematic, 

concept of anthropology, which serves as a counterbalance to the idea of man as 

a deficient being. As Malo emphasizes quite well (cf. 2013: 23f), the human 

person is an open system that tends towards its own development, and therefore 

dimensions (of great rhetorical value) such as integration and rationality play a 

decisive part in understanding man. In the end, it is not a matter of taking into 

account in the first place his adaptability and strategies for survival, but of 

seeking that which can be used for his own improvement. 

On this epistemological basis, we can observe with greater detail what supports 

our optimistic vision that man ï more easily in community ï can find and 

communicate the truth (cf. Hurtado 2009) and how this optimism is founded on the 

realism of the so-called virtues of the orator. In the following lines, we will attempt 

to show the intertwining of truth and virtue in rhetoric. This optimistic view of man 

is not original or exclusive to the Research Net but is based on the Greco-Roman and 

Christian traditions of a rhetoric which is always valid, as we will remind shortly.
16

 

The discussion between Socrates and the sophists at the beginning of the Greek 

democracy in the fifth century BCE, which we see summarized in Platoôs Sophist, is 

very well known. Socrates accuses them of being recruiters of the youth of rich and 

 
16 For more details, we refer to Gil (2015). 
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influential families, of being salesmen of products for the soul, artisans of dialectics, 

quack doctors of the soulé (cf. 221C-226C). But what makes the sophists most 

dangerous is their imitation of reality, inventing or remaking it, in such a way that 

they do not offer a faithful image of reality, but an imitation (cf. 233D-236A). If the 

sophists were masters of simulation in mere speech, what would we say about the 

artifice that today dominates the mediaôs most refined techniques to make a reality 

that is apparently so real? Being becomes confused with what appears to be. The 

problem is the sustainability of this game: when the fraud is discovered, confidence 

is lost, and with it the acceptability of the discourse. It is not, then, very surprising 

that there is such a distancing of oneself from politics (which is so media-driven that 

it is sometimes referred to as politainment), from journalism and from the same large 

corporations and institutions in which lies and scandals are discovered. This is also 

the subjective part of the truthðtruthfulnessðthat causes Socrates to say with an 

eschatological tone that he leaves honors to the masses: he prefers to keep searching 

for the truth of things, to live and die, when the time comes, as a virtuous man, 

inviting all to behave in a like manner. 

Precisely in this subjective dimension the importance of rhetoric for a full life 

in society is highlighted. Expressed ethically, we can speak of the virtuous 

character of communicative actions, understanding as virtue aret®, that is to say, 

the excellence of the person, that brings together the quality of life and happiness. 

Once again we read in Gorgias: the virtuous woman or man is called happy and 

the unjust and evil unhappy (cf. 470E). We must add that for Plato virtue is not a 

theoretical monad, rather it has a dimension of social responsibility. As M¿ller 

describes (cf. 1994: 60-67), those of the Academy were convinced that the task of 

the State consisted in teaching the citizens virtue so that they might be responsible 

and would be able to take the reins of the government of the Polis. 

This sociopolitical dimension develops and is perfected with Aristotle and, in 

Rome, with Cicero. From the first the socio-rhetorical qualities that he sees in 

man are frequently cited: 

 

a) man is by his nature a social being (a ñpolitical animalò): Űɘ  ɜɗɟɤˊɞɠ 

űɨůŮɘ ˊɞɚɘŰɘəɜ ɕɞɜ 

b) man is the only speaking animal (capable of having logos): ɚɧɔɞɜ ŭ ɛɧɜɞɜ 

ɜɗɟɤˊɞɠ ɢŮɘ Űɜ ɕɤɜ 

 

Both affirmations can be found in the context of his Politics (cf. 1, 2, 

1253a10) where the human community and the animal are distinguished: the 

community instinct is truly human when the man is able to recognize and 

express what is good, bad, just and unjust. The proof is that when men stray from 

good habits and from the law they become the most perverse of all animals (cf. 

Politics, 1, 2, 1253a31). We can sum up by saying that manôs communicational 

faculties are directed toward the formation and maintenance of a just society. In 
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other words, rhetoric is not an instrument of power for imposing oneôs 

preferences on others, but a means of achieving a more just society. 

Cicero, in his third book of De Oratore, begins with the conviction that 

eloquentia is one of the greatest virtues (ñuna quaedam de summis virtutibusò, 

III 55), for it entails the power to attract oneôs listeners and to move them. From 

this great efficacy comes the necessity of uniting eloquentia with probitas and 

prudentia. Literally: ñThe greater the power, the more necessary it is that it be 

completed with integrity and with the greatest prudence.ò
17

 As can be seen, 

Cicero has an integral vision of rhetoric, going beyond linguistic-

communicational techniques, but not contrasting them with ars oratoria as such. 

This is why he complains that Socrates had contributed to discidium linguae et 

cordis, when in his debates with the sophists he places philosophy in opposition 

to fine discourse, in fact, he warned of the fragility of a search for truth if it were 

accompanied by attractive eloquence.
18

 Cicero proposes the vis eloquentiae, a 

virtue founded in human nature, that is to say, in its capacity for describing good 

habits, directing the reins of the State and knowing how to deal with all these 

public matters effectively and with rhetorical skill.
19

 

In short: in classical rhetoric commitment to the truth and civic virtues, two 

dimensions of great anthropological value, come together. 

Continuing along these lines of the Greco-Roman tradition, we also take as a 

reference point Saint Augustine, a model of rhetoric in late antiquity and for the 

application of the classical fundamentals of rhetoric to Christian preaching. His 

method for overcoming the discidium linguae et cordis is to seek the harmony 

between sapientia and eloquentia, but taking as a given the preeminence of the 

first, for he knows how much is at stake for those who pass on faith and 

revelation. His ideas may be found synthesized in De Doctrina Christiana, 

which consists of four books: the first three are of a hermeneutical nature, 

concerning how to interpret sacred scripture well, and the fourth is dedicated to 

the proclamation of the Word of God, that is to say, only the fourth is, strictly 

speaking, about rhetoric. The person of the preacher (in Aristotelian terms we 

would say the ethos) plays a decisive role both in understanding and 

communicating well. He will be wise ï he will act sapienter ï if he knows the 

Sacred Scriptures well (IV, IV 7), but not as one who has memorized them and 

can cite whatever passage may come up, but as one who has reflected deeply 

over the Word of God observing it patiently with the ñeyes of the heartò: ñIt is 

 
17 ñquae quo maior est vis, hoc est magis probitate iungenda summaque prudentiaò (III 55). 
18 ñHinc discidium illud exstitit quasi linguae atque cordis, absurdum sane et inutile et 

reprehendendum, ut alii nos sapere, alii dicere docerentò (III 61). 
19 ñIlla vis autem eloquentiae tanta est, ut omnium rerum, virtutum, officiorum omnisque 

naturae, quae mores hominum, quae animos, quae vitam continent, originem, vim mutationesque 

teneat, eadem mores, leges, iura describat, rem publicam regat, omniaque, ad quamcumque rem 

pertineant, ornate copioseque dicatò (III 76). 
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plain we must set far above these the men who are not so retentive of the words, 

but see with the eyes of the heart into the heart of Scripture.ò
20

 Of course, this 

profound knowledge of revelation is only possible when the orator incorporates 

these teachings into his own life. Thus eloquentia can follow sapientia 

effectively and convincingly: ñas if wisdom were walking out of its house ï that 

is, the breast of the wise man, and eloquence, like an inseparable attendant, 

followed it without being called for.ò
21

 

The type of orator required from Cato to Quintilian, the vir bonus dicendi peritus 

(cf. De Institutionis Oratoriae XII 1, 1), is for St. Augustine and in more authentic 

way than for them (cf. Cattani 2012: 18), the convincing preacher, who doesnôt 

preach about himself or his great ideas, but proclaims the Word of God and supports 

with his works what is transmitted by his words. Precisely this unity of life and word 

is more decisive than stylistic requirements.
22

 Preaching is not intended to be used to 

show oneôs personal brilliance, but is a mission that is at the service of the truth (ñut 

militet veritatiò, IV, XI 23). And there clarity and truth unite with one another, when 

the word is used to help discover the truth (ñut appareat quod latebatò, IV, XI 26). 

Cognitively it may be said that the creativity of expression is also useful for outlining 

and deepening oneôs understanding of things. Theologically what is demanded of the 

preacher is a profound piety to comprehend the Word of God and give testimony to 

it through works. So says St. Augustine, with a play on words using the double 

meaning of the word orator: ñand so he ought to pray for himself, and for those he is 

about to address, before he attempts to speak.ò
23

 Philosophically he emphasizes the 

close relationship between truth and virtue, pointing out the enormous importance of 

the Ethos of the orator which makes an effort to know the truth and transmit it in its 

integrity through means of his words. His ethical quality will lead him not only to be 

more convincing but also to be more focused on the matter and reach the knowledge 

of the truth more easily and more surely, freeing himself of any kind of personal 

demands and social advantages. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

At the Rhetoric & Anthropology Research Net, there is a convergence of this 

tradition of harmony between the truth that must be discovered and the capacity 

to transmit it, as well as to make it acceptable in the ecological approach of 

rhetorical investigation. In the web page already cited it says: 

 
20 ñQuibus longe sine dubio praeferendi sunt, qui verba earum (= of Holy Scriptures) minus 

tenent, et cor earum sui cordis oculis videntò (IV, V 7). 
21 ñQuasi sapientiam de domo sua, id est, pectore sapientis procedere intelligas, et tanquam 

inseparabilem famulam, etiam non vocatam, sequi eloquentiamò (IV, VI 10). 
22 ñGranditate dictionis maius pondus vita dicentisò (IV, XXXVII 59). 
23 ñut orando pro se ac pro illis quos est allocuturus, sit orator antequam dictorò (IV, XV 32). 
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The chosen methodological focus could be called ñecologicalò because, going 

beyond references made to the environment and to nature, rhetoric has to do with 

those goods born from the relationships between human beings and between them 

and their surroundings, relationships in which not all of what one wants to do and 

one can do is to find a place necessarily in mankindôs agenda. 

 

This field of investigation, set out schematically in Gil (2014), is expanded in 

the Research Net, opening the doors to new ecological-rhetorical concepts. In the 

cited work (147ff) an ecological rhetoric is founded on responsibility and 

solidarity that are manifested in a culture of debate, worthy of the name, and in 

the principle of affirmation, that is to say, in a rhetoric that paves the way, 

provides solutions and brings people together, because it is of an eminently 

positive nature. We would add here only the principle of sustainability: the 

desirable rhetorical effect is not short-term (to win a vote or sell a product) but 

rather outlives specific fashions and situations. In order to do this, it should be 

based on reality, on the truth of the things and on the truthfulness of the speaker. 

From all this, it can be deduced that one can corroborate with personal and 

social experience that one can convince more and better with a convincing 

personality than with a refined rhetorical skill, which, if it has no values, even 

works against the speaker by putting the listeners on guard before an ñexpertò. 

The convincing person feels open to being, to the truth, and is aware of his 

capacity for the process of moving toward perfection. This search for the truth 

and its communicability is enormously facilitated in community, and this is why 

the civic virtues of the orator are so important. 

In conclusion, we want to make clear that an anthropological rhetoric is no 

substitute for anthropology, and much less for philosophy. They are different 

disciplines. Just as it would be an error to replace philosophy with rhetoric, it 

would also not be beneficial to put philosophy in rhetoricËs place. It would be 

precisely rhetoric that would be lost. Instead, it is a matter of clarifying oneôs 

sight with the help of anthropological criteria to amplify and, above all, deepen 

our knowledge of rhetoric. In the last section, we will illustrate this scientific 

focus outlining different fields of investigation where we are working at the 

Rhetoric & Anthropology Research Net. 

 

 

Epilogue: outline of different fields of anthropological-rhetorical 

investigation 

 

The concepts and principles on which the Rhetoric & Anthropology Research 

Net is based are put into practice in different projects and jobs, both individual 

and collective. In this last section of the paper, we will limit ourselves, because 

of limited space, to present the outlines of some of the current studies. 
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Methodologically the subjects are first approached from a rhetorical point of 

view, later adding the anthropological perspective, in order to, in the end, seek 

the interrelation between the two disciplines. 

 

 

Dialogue between art and rhetoric from an anthropological point of view  

(Marco Agnetta) 

 

Culture is a combination of guidelines that regulate the behavior of the human 

being as a member of a particular collective (Hansen [1995] 2011: 29f). Through 

his behavior, which Morris calls ñsemiotic behaviorò (cf. 1946), the human being 

constantly corroborates his connection to different collectives, be they a family, a 

state, a religion, an athletic club, a party, etc. These collectives are characterized 

by the circulation of certain signs, and their members by the capacity to 

recognize them, to employ them, and at times ï if it becomes necessary ï to 

change them. 

According to Cassirer, who defines the human being as ñanimal symbolicumò 

([1944] 1953), all human activities are based on the generation and interpretation 

of signs. Keeping this definition in mind, one can adopt a semiotic-

anthropological view of human behavior. 

It is a profoundly human characteristic to constantly reflect upon and 

question the norms that govern our daily behavior. One of the ways of doing so 

is through art, which suspends, at least temporarily, the norms and laws to 

which we are subject (cf. Fricke 1981: 2000) to reconsider them and sometimes 

even to later free ourselves from them. In this sense, art is capable of offering 

alternatives (though they may be only fictional) to norms by which individuals 

have previously allowed themselves to be ruled without thinking about it. 

Works of art violate norms and laws to force each and every one of those who 

contemplate the artwork to face such norms and laws, reflect upon them, and 

accept or reject them. 

This didactic role of art, disseminated as an ideal, causes rhetoric to stumble 

onto skepticism and rejection in some semiotic studies. In these, it is suspected 

that rhetoric is an instrument, sometimes abusively exploited, used to create (and 

not describe) collectives, to establish (and not infringe upon) norms and to 

ideologize (and not sharpen) the minds of the receptors (cf. Eco 1972: 179ff). It 

is, consequently, another of the objectives of the comparative cultural sciences to 

study the relationship between art and rhetoric to analyze its repercussions in the 

behavior of collectives and of free individuals. 
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Toward a culture of argumentation and debate: rhetoric and logic, 

persuasion and conviction, polemic and dialogue  

(Adelino Cattani) 

 

In an increasingly pluralistic and multicultural world, where different and 

opposing points of view confront one another, and where we have fortunately 

acquired the right, besides the duty, to argue, there is no sufficient knowledge of 

the rules and the manoeuvres of debate, above all concerning their 

ñadjudicationò. The shared values that have converted our times into a field of 

open, free, and democratic discussion, have not made discussions more effective. 

Those who work in the field of educational debate know very well that the 

crucial and most difficult question is how to evaluate a debate and the role of the 

adjudicator or judge of the debate. 

How does one evaluate the result of a debate and, more concretely, how does 

one establish who has won and who has lost in a discussion? How is it possible 

to evaluate the quality of an argumentation? Or better, what makes an 

argumentation good (or bad)? 

Adjudication is particularly problematic because the two criteria of 

evaluation, the one concerning the content (which thesis comes out stronger?) 

and the one concerning the speakers (who debated better, with more skill and 

capacity?) are separable. 

The question is even more complicated because, in addition to the fact that a 

matter is discussed between speakers, this is done in order to persuade someone. 

Thus, given that in a debate there are three fundamental components (theses, 

supporters, and addressees), there will be at least three objects and principal 

criteria of evaluation: 

 

1. the intrinsic power of the thesis held, in other words, the integrity of the 

theoretical position; 

2. the dialectical power, namely the capacity to confront, offensively or 

defensively, the other party; 

3. the power of persuasion, i.e. its effect on the audience. 

 

Objective 

 

To develop a ballot form for evaluation usable by a new figure: the 

adjudicator or judge of a regulated and orderly debate. 

 

Methodology 

 

In order to respond to these demands a research group is proposed to design 

an empirical survey with the double objective of a) evaluating the effects of 
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debate training, the ñPalestra Botta e Rispostaò
24

 and b) design a system of 

evaluation of debate adapted to this project. 

The research group will attempt to detect a series of logical-inferential skills 

(especially the capacity to identify, generically or specifically, flawed reasoning) 

based on other gifts, personal (such as self-esteem) and social (such as the role 

one plays in a group) and concerning the way of placing oneself in a situation of 

interaction and of confrontation with others. 

Questionnaires will also be provided, in order to verify the implicit and the 

official criteria of evaluation and so that the teacher-educators can establish a 

common denominator useful for: 

 

1. defining the criteria by which we decide who ñhas come out the winnerò in 

a debate; 

2. establishing what we evaluate when we evaluate respectively: a prologue, 

an argument in favour, a response, a dialectic interchange (Socratic 

dialogue), a defence, and an epilogue (logical conclusion and rhetorical 

close); 

3. qualifying with three parameters/adjectives the ñqualityò of a prologue, an 

argument in favour, a response, a dialectic interchange (Socratic dialogue), 

a defence, and an epilogue (logical conclusion and rhetorical close). 

 

 

Evidentia as the goal of the elocutio and its anthropological dimension 

(Alberto Gil) 

 

Quintilian (VIII 3, 61) considers evidentia or repraesentatio as an increase in 

the clarity of expression or perspicuitas, primary virtue (ñprima virtusò, VIII 2, 22) 

in discourse, and belonging to the ornatus (ñinter ornamenta ponamusò, VIII 3, 

61). For our objective, it is important to point out first the broad meaning of the 

concept of ornatus (VIII 3, 10-15). Quintilian explains it with the example of a 

fighter whose beautiful muscles are of no use to him if they donôt make him better 

able to fight, which is to say: in rhetoric the beautiful and the, let us say, functional 

come together: ñnumquam vera species ab utilitate dividiturò (ibid. 11). 

In the case of evidentia, the goal is to achieve greater representative efficacy, so 

that one is not content with the fact that oneôs message reaches the listenerôs ears, 

rather one takes care that the listener perceives with the eyes of his mind (ñoculis 

mentisò, ibid. 62). In Gil (2011) characteristics and techniques for this 

visualization can be found just as Quintilian collects them, and, as we have seen, 

Bornscheuer expounds on them philosophically (2000: 106). In the present outline, 

 
24 Or ñTit for Tatò, a project rising from the Theory of Argumentation course at Padua 

University. See: http://bottaerisposta.fisspa.uniped.it/ ï Accessed April 30th, 2018. 

http://bottaerisposta.fisspa.uniped.it/
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we choose the perspective of the cognitive relevance of this representation, asking 

ourselves about the conceptual value of the linguistic reference and representation. 

To answer the question, it is very useful to begin with the ideas of those 

philosophers who believe in the capacity of man to seek and find the truth, but 

keeping in mind the limitations of the human person. The idea of Rodriguez Valls 

(2013: 239) is very illustrative in this respect, stating that the tendency to substitute 

the plausible for the true is definitively based on the erroneous assumption that one 

can pretend to have access to absolute truth, which is not possible given human 

limitations. Thence comes skepticism which distances itself from the idea of the 

truth, as if it were a question of all or nothing: 

 
Not ever being able to be completely in absolute truth has led some to despair absolutely of 

being partially in it and, consequently, has caused a fall into certain forms of skepticism. 

 

But as Llano, whom we have already cited, points out in another place (2013: 221), 

 
reality itself does not give of itself completely. It is not that in this world we do not know 

an absolute reality, rather it is that no reality is, in this world, absolute. 

 

Rhetorically, it is important to point out that since reality does not give its whole 

being, neither is it possible to explain it or express it fully. Linguistic representation 

and its plasticity are not then a substitute for the concept, but rather a means of 

transmission, and both the scope and limits of such means should be studied. 

In its practical dimension, it is not unusual to find many skeptics who reject 

action because they know beforehand that unjust systems will not completely 

change, and they will not settle for the little steps that may be taken in situations 

that are macroscopically perhaps insignificant, but are (at least relatively) relevant 

for life in society. Because of this it is of rhetorical importance to look more 

closely at this relationship between knowing and wanting. Espinosa Rubio (2013), 

in an intriguing essay ï which we cannot go into deeply here, but to which we 

explicitly refer ï shows how, in human knowledge, and with it in rhetoric taken as 

a technique, there is an intertwining of knowing ï influenced by wanting (which 

often prefers simulation for utilitarian reasons) ï and a will of power to gain more 

social influence. Nonetheless, we believe that it is not necessary to focus on cases 

of manipulation in any kind of dictatorship (political, social, economic, etc.). 

Evidentia also positively aims at the interplay of knowing with loving. Let us 

remember Pascalôs famous raisons du coeur and the well-known constitutive 

principles of the text (as De Beaugrande and Dressler propose them), among which 

acceptability stands out. Empathy, putting oneself in the listenersô place to build a 

discourse that is cognitively and emotionally accessible, belongs to a rhetoric that 

is anthropological and, therefore, ecological. 

This requires special virtues of the orator. First of all truthfulness combining 

not only his thoughts and speech, but also the way he behaves in consequence: a 
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politician who lives for the people, and not at the expense of them, will speak 

with more evidentia of political problems and solutions and will be more 

accepted even when he demands sacrifices of the citizens in crisis situations. A 

preacher who lives ascetically will know better how to explain the value and 

even the beauty of sacrifice. But there is one virtue even more involved in 

evidentia than appears at first glance: humility. Accepting cognitive limitations 

when trying to gain access to the truth, and knowing how to control oneôs own 

desires for influence and power, will clarify the vision to see and make others see 

what must be done and that we otherwise neither could see nor wanted to see. 

Due to lack of space, I refer to Hermeneutik und Kreativitªt
25

, where an attempt 

to delve into this extremely close relationship between rhetoric and humility may 

be found in German and Spanish. 

We summarize this brief exposition emphasizing that a rhetorical-

anthropological vision of evidentia seeks motives founded in the person, in his 

rationality and his ethical base, to get a glimpse of more than the studied 

techniques for clearly expressing a message, in such a way that the listener 

vividly imagines it. In our case it has to do with an effort on the part of the 

speaker to improve his unity of life, combine his knowledge with his desire and 

grow in the humility necessary for accepting his own limitations, making of 

them a convincing instrument of cognition and communication. 

 

 

Rhetoric and pragmatics: the horizons of a new comprehension in an 

anthropological key  

(Rafael Jim®nez Cata¶o) 

 

Since its first formulations, for example in the works of Robin Lakoff (1973) 

and of Paul Grice (1975), the study of politeness has placed at the centre of its 

attention the person and relationships between persons. It is obvious ï by 

definition, we could say ï since politeness is a chapter of pragmatics, characterized 

precisely by the study of the users of language. Nevertheless, as linguistics has 

become highly technical, persons and their relationships frequently appear as 

merely one more element in the system. It is evident that human relationships are 

spoken of, and itôs not unusual that a debate in a conference takes on a tone 

characteristic of a conversation about human life, but it soon returns ñto the 

seriousnessò and to the demands of the method. I can say from personal experience 

that introducing a reflection of an anthropological kind, or an inference of a moral 

character, usually stirs interest, and at the same time, that it becomes classified 

 
25 https://hermeneutik-und-kreativitaet.de/index.php/schwerpunkte/10-h-k/30-rhethorik-und-

ethosindex.php/publikationen/artikeln ï Accessed April 30th, 2018. 

https://hermeneutik-und-kreativitaet.de/index.php/schwerpunkte/10-h-k/30-rhethorik-und-ethosindex.php/publikationen/artikeln
https://hermeneutik-und-kreativitaet.de/index.php/schwerpunkte/10-h-k/30-rhethorik-und-ethosindex.php/publikationen/artikeln
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under the liberties that a colleague permits himself, like a glance at the present 

reality before returning to the analysis of the subjects at hand. 

The result is a priceless amount of explored and analysed material, which 

rhetoricians and philosophers otherwise never would obtain. Nor would linguists 

have explored and analysed such material if they had sought to elaborate 

anthropological considerations. It is clear that the person and the interpersonal 

relationships are the object of pragmatics and, therefore, of politeness. Robin 

Lakoff, in order to say that the maxim that prescribes clarity (ñbe clear!ò) is 

unable to completely explain human communication, affirms that 

 
it is considered more important in a conversation to avoid offense than to achieve clarity. 

This makes sense, since in most informal conversations actual communication of important 

ideas is secondary to merely reaffirming and strengthening relationships (1973: 297-298). 

 

From this comes the necessity of the second maxim: ñbe polite!ò 

The theory of politeness is developed around the notion of face, which in 

communicative activity is exposed to risks, which we avoid or at least reduce 

through strategies that vary from culture to culture and from person to person. 

Brown and Levinson refer explicitly to the expression ñsaving faceò (1987: 61), 

giving it a deeper meaning. It is a profound anthropological concept that has yet 

to be explained. 

This image that is protected by politeness is not ñpure imageò, nor is it the 

appearance that sometimes is presented as the opposite of being. Paraphrasing 

Ortega y Gasset, it is valid to say ñI am I and my imageò, because our image is 

not something that is really distinct from ourselves. The original words of Ortega 

are relevant to our subject: ñI am I and my circumstance, and if I do not save it I 

do not save myselfò (1987: 322). It may appear pure coincidence, but it is 

eloquent that he speaks of ñsaving the circumstanceò, just as one saves face, and 

that this also involves saving the person. 

The risks that the image runs are common to all men; they are reciprocal, 

therefore, in interpersonal communication. ñIn general, people cooperate (and 

assume each otherôs cooperation) in maintaining face in interaction, such 

cooperation being based on the mutual vulnerability of faceò (Brown & Levinson, 

1987: 61). Each expects that the other will be attentive, heedful, and this heedfulness, 

this attention, is precisely the central theme of politeness (cf. Jim®nez Cata¶o, 2018). 

It is not difficult to relate this sensitivity to save the image ï which is saving 

the person ï with the philosophy of care, which in the last few decades has come 

to place in the centre of its reflections on human vulnerability as something 

strictly human, that is to say, not as an extreme condition, even pathological (cf. 

Chirinos 2014: 204-205). The human being is vulnerable, dependent, not only in 

infancy, old age, sickness, and poverty. His need to eat, to dress, to keep warm, 

to rest, to move are all dependency (cf. MacIntyre 1999: 127). Melissa 
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Moschella points out that it is difficult for a liberal mentality to appreciate the 

value of care, which comes from the difficulty of accepting human vulnerability 

(cf. 2014: 89), a position associated with modern anthropology, begun with 

Descartes, which considers as not human anything that is not thought and, 

therefore, belonging to the animal dimension of man. The philosophy of care is 

based on the human character of this animal dimension, of the authentic 

humanity of this dependence and vulnerability. 

The person is vulnerable in the vulnerability of his face. It follows that caring 

for the image is caring for the person. There are many areas of caring that we 

cannot put into practice with the vast majority of people with whom we come in 

contact. With them, caring ordinarily means caring for their image: speaking 

with them in such a way that their presence is the most appropriate one possible, 

speaking with them in such a way that they find the maximum equilibrium 

between the correctness of the content and the interpersonal relationship. 

This is what could be called the ñhuman vocation to caringò (cf. Jim®nez 

Cata¶o 2014: 43-44), which can already be found implicitly formulated in the 

cited passage by Brown and Levinson about the cooperation, on which we 

usually count, the attention that we expect from others and that each of us tries to 

offer. And, to the extent that it is not done this way, we speak of impoliteness. 

Impoliteness that, from this point of view, is much more than an ill-chosen word: 

it is a deficit of humanity. 

 

 

Rhetoric and dialogue: from the interactive technique to interpersonal 

encounter  

(Sergio Tapia) 

 

Since the publication of the celebrated work I and Thou by Martin Buber in 

1923, much has been written about the difference between authentic dialogue 

and merely useful conversation in which the interlocutor is not regarded as a 

person, but is simply valued as a momentary source of practical information. The 

rapid development of life in great metropolises and the individualism that many 

times characterizes it have exacerbated these difficulties. Sometimes one loses 

sight of the fact that, before obtaining information, our verbal interchanges 

generate opportunities for interpersonal relationships. Rediscovering those verbal 

interchanges as a possibility for interpersonal growth is fundamental for entering 

into an authentically human communication. 

Genuine conversation, like any other genuinely complete relationship, implies 

acceptance of the other. This means that, although one might wish to influence 

the other and bring him to share in oneôs own relationship with the truth, one 

accepts and confirms the other in his particularity (cf. Tapia Velasco 2014: 128). 

Because of this, rhetoric cannot be seen as a one-sided activity, but consists of an 
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interchange of ideas and sympathies, whether in the form of discourse or in the 

form of interactive dialogue (cf. Schegloff 1999: 408). Persuading, encouraging, 

informing, and guiding are always activities directed toward persons, who in turn 

verbally or non-verbally enrich, worry, anger, or cheer the speaker. There are 

many kinds of conversations. In pragmatics, one often studies those that take 

place in ordinary life or in talk shows, given that, thanks to filming, they can be 

studied more easily (cf. Sacks 2007: 33). 

While these dialogues between two or more people are pertinent and effective 

for the study of impersonal rhetorical relationships, there are two types of 

dialogue that deserve a more profound study from an anthropological point of 

view: interreligious dialogue and that dialogue that seeks to manage and 

overcome conflicts in professional and family life (cf. Tapia Velasco 2014: 328-

342). In both, emotions play an important role. 

At the Rhetoric & Anthropology Research Net we want to delve into 

interpersonal conversation, beginning by being conscious of the fact that those 

who are relating to one another are persons and not merely subjects (or, even 

worse, objects) (cf. Tapia Velasco 2014: 334-336). This has very specific 

consequences in a pluralistic society when it comes to appreciating the opinions 

of others, evaluating them, and finding common ground, before trying to bring 

the other along the pathways of oneôs own convictions (cf. Burke 1996: 11). To 

this is added the search for possibilities not only of understanding but of 

cooperation. In the sphere of interreligious dialogue, one seeks the rhetorical 

dimensions of ecumenism and tolerance, showing how in precisely this field the 

cooperation ï for example in charitable action ï helps immediately to overcome 

many theological barriers. 

We are interested in showing how the dimension of truthfulness is at the base 

of all interpersonal relationships: if one were never to tell the truth, any 

conversation would be fruitless, and, in the long run, confidence being 

undermined, social coexistence itself would become impossible. There is, 

therefore, a series of ethical principles that should govern dialogue in a 

pluralistic society such as ours. If these principles are ordinarily followed, not 

only does the interchange of information become possible, but one facilitates a 

transformative experience in interpersonal relationships: one passes from 

ordinary conversation to a colloquy between friends and in this context 

conversation acquires greater weight and meaning. 

We therefore propose to study as well the possibilities of a pedagogy of 

conversation (cf. Bollnow 1970: 12-13), oriented in addressing issues of 

conversational courtesy, showing its limits and possibilities in getting past 

conflicts and in growing closer to those who have different convictions from our 

own. The objective is to look deeply into the criterion described by Hans Georg 

Gadamer in different writings (for example 2006, and 2004: 122) that the dignity 

of dialogue shows through when the interlocutors come closer together and not 
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when there are winners and losers. The idea is to demonstrate that rhetoric 

includes taking the opportunity ï the risk ï of finding ourselves with others, the 

challenge of overcoming mistrust and of building a society reclaiming the true 

meaning of politics. If society is configured as a network of interpersonal 

relationships, it is because its framework shows a structure of rhetorical 

relationships (Shotter 1993: 6-18). 
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The eighteenth century is often considered to be less interesting and more 

difficult to understand than many other periods of British history while, at the 

same time, its scholarly study and teaching tends to be neglected in schools and 

many institutions of higher education. This is curious as the eighteenth century is 

both interesting on its own terms and important in a number of crucial ways. One 

might think that it is absolutely unnecessary to emphasize the significance of this 

period, and yet it seems that it is not. 

The long eighteenth century, which began in 1688 with the Glorious 

Revolution and ended in 1832 with the Great Reform Act, was a highly 

successful period in Britain's history. With the Union of England and Scotland in 

1707 and the Union of Great Britain and Ireland in 1801 the kingdoms of the 

British Isles were united under one rule. Britain emerged victoriously from all 

but one of seven major military conflicts, which was due to the growing strength 

of the armed forces and the improving efficiency of the financial and 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.2
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administrative systems. As a result of the constant threat of wars British national 

identity was forged. The break-away of the American colonies could not be 

avoided but this loss was more than made up for elsewhere in the world, while 

trade with the former colonies quickly recovered. By the 1780s significant new 

developments in the economy had laid the foundations for industrialization, after 

which a major economic and social transformation took place. The 1760s saw 

the beginning of a radical, extra-parliamentary political movement, but Britain 

managed to avoid revolution and her established order was reformed without 

recourse to violence. The British constitution was admired both at home and 

abroad. Art and architecture continued to thrive in the eighteenth century. 

London, with almost 700,000 inhabitants in 1750, became the largest city of 

Europe, as well as the centre of finance, commerce, fashion and print culture. 

Considering all this two questions arise: why does the eighteenth century tend 

to be quickly passed over in teaching or simply omitted from the curriculum, and 

why does it so often fail to capture the interest and enthusiasm of students and 

historians? The primary aim of this paper is to try to answer these questions. 

As Linda Colley has rightly remarked, ñthe period lacks an easily perceived 

discrete identityò (Colley 1986: 361). The chronological demarcation of the 

eighteenth century is uncertain. It has no clearly accepted temporal boundaries. 

The dates 1700 and 1800 are, of course, unacceptable boundaries from a 

historical point of view. The almost century and a half long period between 1688 

and 1832, which the author of this paper prefers to adopt, is a more acceptable 

chronological time span since the process of slow political reform which had 

started in 1688 culminated in the Reform Act of 1832, thus demarcating a clearly 

intelligible historical unit. This periodisation, however, is by no means the 

exclusively accepted one. Lawrence Stone's long eighteenth century, for 

example, runs from 1660 to 1800 (Stone 1984: 3). In contrast, some historians 

adopt the Hanoverian Succession (1714) and the closing year of the Napoleonic 

Wars (1815) as the appropriate borderlines (Owen 1976; Plumb 1968; Rule 

1992). The accepted periodisation in The Oxford Illustrated History of Britain is 

1688-1789 (Morgan 1991). D. B. Horn and Mary Ransome in their Introduction 

to a volume of eighteenth-century historical documents opt for what might be 

called the short eighteenth century, 1714-1783. They argue that ñthe years from 

1714 to 1783 [é] present the quintessence of the eighteenth centuryò and that 

ñwhen historians speak of the eighteenth century they usually mean the years 

covered by this volumeò (Horn-Ransome 1957: 3). It is high time historians 

made up their minds whether the term eighteenth century should cover a period 

of 69 years or perhaps one which is more than twice as long. 

Another factor which makes the interpretation of the eighteenth century 

difficult is that it was ï and still is ï inclined to be exploited by certain political 

lobbies for their own political purposes. What is the image, for example, an 

American student is likely to get about George III after reading the Declaration 
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of Independence? The American colonists had to find an ideological justification 

for breaking away from the Mother Country. They invented the legend that it 

was the tyranny of George III that led to the American Revolution, and it is well 

known that they recited the long list of his alleged sins in the Declaration of 

Independence. The legend about the king's tyranny could only be endorsed by 

the Whig historians according to whom history was a gradual development 

towards liberal ideas and liberal institutions. These historians were bound to 

portray George III as an autocrat trying to revive the pristine glory of divine 

monarchs (Thomas 1985: 16). They described the first three decades of his reign 

as ñpolitically arbitrary, militarily inept, morally corrupt, and ideologically 

retrogressiveò (Colley 1986: 362). Although the historiography of the last fifty 

years or so has transformed the picture of George III and his age, the works 

which confirm the old view, as for example George Macaulay Trevelyan's 

otherwise excellent A Shortened History of England, are still in print and widely 

read (Trevelyan [1942] 1987).  

Another difficulty is that the eighteenth century is often overshadowed by the 

centuries which immediately precede and follow it. The responsibility of 

historians working on the neighbouring periods is not negligible in this respect. 

Some historians of the seventeenth century tend to overemphasize the 

significance of the period ï especially the understandably crucial decades of the 

1640s and 1650s ï in the light of which the significance of the eighteenth 

century diminishes. The Glorious Revolution, for example, as a direct result of 

which the political system of the eighteenth century developed, had been a 

neglected topic for a long time because the events of 1642-1660 were thought to 

represent a constitutional revolution, and many scholars asserted that the real 

changes in English politics and society were achieved between these two 

significant dates (Schwoerer 1992: 7). 

What makes the eighteenth century really problematic, however, is the large 

number of controversies it embraces. What is more, many of these controversies 

concern complicated constitutional issues and questions of power and authority. 

Such controversies and the factors mentioned above tend to deter many students 

and historians from the serious study of this crucial period in British history. At 

the same time they induce teachers to quickly pass over the eighteenth century 

and rather concentrate on the teaching of the seventeenth and nineteenth 

centuries. 

In order to highlight this problem, in what follows I would like to examine some 

of the controversies associated with Sir Lewis Namier,
1
 and how his scholarship has 

contributed to the confusion in reconstructing eighteenth-century British history.  

 
1
  Sir Lewis Namier was born Ludwik Bernsztajn vel Niemirowski in the Russian Partition in 

1888, into a family of assimilated Jews. At the age of 19 he emigrated to the United Kingdom. He 

studied at the London School of Economics and read history at Balliol College, Oxford. It was in 
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It is now almost ninety years since Sir Lewis Namier transformed our notion 

of the eighteenth century by demolishing the Whig interpretation which had 

prevailed until the end of the 1920s. In fact, the criticism of the Whig version of 

the past had started four or five decades earlier,
2
 so what Namier actually did 

was confirm already existing ideas. His approach to the period, therefore, was 

not completely original in this respect. The form of his history-writing and the 

methods he applied, however, were innovative. Namier broke with the narrative 

mode of the Whig historians and used what the general reader found much less 

enjoyable, structural analysis (Colley 1989: 50). His attention was confined to 

the elite who dominated government and parliament. He ignored the political 

activities of the middling and lower orders because he believed that people out-

of-doors had no influence on decisions made in Westminster. He almost 

completely ignored the role of ideas as well, since he considered material 

interests and personal connections much more important. 

The most novel part of Namier's method was his development of 

prosopography (group biography), especially the collective study of the lives of 

Members of Parliament. Namier strongly believed that the political and social 

life of British society could be best approached through the study of its leading 

personalities. He treated the membership of the House of Commons as a 

representative sample of the governing elite and assumed that economic and 

social developments would result in changes in its composition (Colley 1989: 

83). Hence Namier's claim that ñthe social history of England could be written in 

terms of the membership of the House of Commonsò (Namier [1930] 1961: 3). 

This claim, of course, is difficult to accept if one considers that women, Roman 

Catholics, Jews and millions of poor people were completely excluded from 

becoming MPs in the eighteenth century. Namier's research nevertheless 

provides us with invaluable information concerning the nation's governing elite. 

By dissecting the diaries, the memoirs and the letters of individuals and by 

writing the biographies of hundreds of MPs Namier managed to establish 

important new facts about the eighteenth century. The problem is that Namier 

 
1913 that he became a British citizen and changed his name to Lewis Bernstein Namier. During 

World War I he worked for the intelligence service of the Foreign Office. His seminal works on 

the eighteenth century ï The Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III and England in the 

Age of the American Revolution ï appeared in 1929 and 1930. In the following year he became 

Professor of Modern History at Manchester University, a position he held until 1953. He died in 

1960. It is indicative of his outstanding intellectual influence that the term Namierism has entered 

the English language. For more information on Namier's life and views see Hayton (2017). 
2
 By historians like J. R. Seeley, F. W. Maitland, T. F. Tout, H. W. V. Temperley, W. R. 

Anson and C. W. Alvord. See Colley (1989: 48-49). 
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failed to communicate his discoveries in a way which could be enjoyed and 

appreciated by non-historians as well. His works, as well as the ones which were 

produced by his numerous disciples,
3
 are certainly not for general consumption.  

Another difficulty is that although Namier had demolished the Whig 

interpretation of the eighteenth-century political system, he left many aspects of 

it unexplored and unexplained. As Linda Colley has noted: ñNeither he nor his 

collaborators had examined how the Commons functioned as an instrument of 

government, how it made law and policy, or how it made and unmade 

administrations. Here was a study of a power elite which dissected the elite itself 

but left out the power almost entirelyò (Colley 1989: 79). 

Neither did Namier and his disciples devote much attention to the electoral 

behaviour of voters. The sources which could have revealed this ï newspapers, 

electoral correspondence, broadsides, pamphlets ï remained largely unexplored 

because the Namierites were convinced that there was no important connection 

between constituency politics and high-politics. They emphasized the 

importance of personal and local factors over national issues, the role of 

patronage and influence, and the absence of party organisations and ideological 

propaganda at the constituency level.  

Using modern statistical methods John Phillips mounted a major attack on 

this interpretation in 1982. He insisted that elections ï in the larger boroughs at 

least ï became increasingly issue-oriented in the second half of the eighteenth 

century, and he claimed that a substantial portion of the electorate came to be 

influenced by the electoral propaganda of local party organisations. By the 

examination of printed propaganda it was possible to demonstrate that some 

urban radicals tried to draw parallels between local oppressions and the actions 

of central government. Patronage in itself could rarely be used efficiently in 

controlling both seats of boroughs, Phillips argued, and it was widespread only 

in the small boroughs of the southwest (Phillips 1982). 

In the 1960s and 1970s Namier's historiographical approach became less 

fashionable. Historians rejected Namier's antipathy to ideology, and interest 

shifted from the members of Parliament to the voters themselves and the 

disadvantaged groups of society such as women and workers. John Brewer 

published his Party Ideology and Popular Politics at the Accession of George 

III , the title of which deliberately emphasized what Namier had almost 

completely ignored (Brewer 1976). 

A clear danger for the historiography of this period was overreaction against 

Namierism. Some historians were so intent on refuting Namier's notions that 

they pushed their own interpretations too far. Edward Thompson, who 

condemned Namier's preoccupation with the elite and focussed instead on the 

political activities of the lower orders, is a good example. Thompson rejected the 

 
3
    Romney Sedgwick, John Brooke, John B. Owen, Ian R. Christie and others.  
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idea that the food riots of the 1760s were simply instinctive responses to 

economic distress. He saw these riots as rational responses to real grievances and 

argued that the rioters enjoyed the general support of the wider community 

(Thompson 1971). Thompson was right, of course, in insisting that the lower 

orders should not be ignored in the study of British politics in the reign of 

George III, but he certainly went too far in emphasizing the unity and the class 

consciousness of the working people, and in claiming that their radicalism was a 

dangerous threat to the established order which could be defeated only by 

physical force and repression. More serious, perhaps, is the fact that in 

Thompson's works the governing classes are almost completely ignored. 

Thompson's interpretation is the antithesis of Namier's. It analyses and describes 

an entirely different world (Dickinson 1985: 509-512). Such excessive reactions 

against Namier have confused not only the general reader but historians as well. 

The liveliest controversy associated with Namierism has developed over the 

question to what extent parties and party politics existed in Hanoverian Britain. In 

his Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III Namier demonstrated that 

in the middle of the eighteenth century ñthere were no parties in our sense of the 

termò (Namier 1929: 213) and no two-party system existed in Parliament. He 

analysed the structure of political alignments in the House of Commons in the 

1760s and arrived at the conclusion that it was better to divide the members into 

supporters and opponents of the government than Whigs and Tories. The 

politicians in office could rely on a court party of placemen and some of the 

independents. This alignment was opposed by the politicians out of office and the 

remainder of the independents. Politicians acted either as individuals or, more 

often, as members of factions. Party names persisted but their meaning was 

uncertain and misleading. As a result of the Whig political propaganda during the 

reigns of the first two Georges, the word Tory became a term of abuse denoting 

Jacobite leanings. As a consequence, all active politicians claimed to be Whigs. 

One might compare this situation to what happened in the Socialist countries of 

the post-1945 era. Many people in these countries became members of the 

Communist Party to enhance their careers. In Hungary, for example, the 

Communist Party had 800.000 members. The majority of these people joined The 

Party only in order to advance their careers but, of course, it is impossible to 

determine the exact proportion of the full-hearted supporters and those who only 

paid lip-service. It is even more difficult to determine in retrospect, after more than 

250 years, whether somebody was a Whig or a Tory in the mid-eighteenth century.  

Namier's Structure of Politics at the Accession of George III appeared in 

1929, and by the 1950s his interpretation had become the new orthodoxy, so 

much so that although Namier never suggested that the structure he described 

was valid for the whole century, Robert Walcott extended it to the period from 

1688 to 1714 (Walcott 1956). Walcott's thesis provoked a number of responses 

from well-known historians like J. H. Plumb, W. A. Speck, Geoffrey Holmes 
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and others who demonstrated the force of Whig and Tory rivalry in this period 

(Plumb 1969; Speck 1970; Holmes 1967).  

The first serious blow against Namier's interpretation came in 1957 when Sir 

Herbert Butterfield published his work on the historiography of the reign of 

George III. Butterfield accused Namier and his associates of ñrefusing to realise 

the force of operative ideas.ò He declared:  

 
A purely positivist attempt to describe party in the nude ï to anatomise the material thing ï 

is bound to have its pitfalls for the historian; for a great proportion of the existence of party 

lies in the realm of human thought. Those who adopt the Namier procedure, may lose sight 

of certain 'imponderables', and, when this happens, it is possible to reduce politics too 

much to the level of mere faction-fights (Butterfield 1988: 222-223).  

 

John B. Owen, one of those to whom Butterfield attached the label of the Namier 

School, pointed out in reply: ñthe counting of heads does not necessarily mean 

the discounting of ideasò (Owen 1985: 528-531).  

In the 1970s and 1980s some revisionist historians began to reimpose the 

two-party interpretation on the political history of Hanoverian Britain, leaving 

only Namier's special decade ï the 1760s ï largely untouched. B. W. Hill, Linda 

Colley, Eveline Cruickshanks and J. C. D. Clark have demonstrated that a 

distinct Tory Party long survived the Hanoverian Succession of 1714 after which 

the Whigs monopolized power (Hill 1976; Colley 1982; Cruickshanks 1979; 

Clark 1978). Since these revisionists not only challenge the traditionalists but 

dispute with each other as well, the controversy is especially intricate. According 

to Hill and Colley, the Tories after 1714 were loyal to the Hanoverian monarchs 

and still hoped to obtain political office. Cruickshanks and Clark, on the other 

hand, maintain that the Tories were primarily motivated by Jacobitism. It was 

not very difficult for P. D. G. Thomas, a traditionalist historian, to realize that 

both arguments cannot be right. Both can be wrong, however, and this is exactly 

what Thomas tried to prove (Thomas 1987). 

There is no need to go into further details of this controversy to be able to see 

how complicated it is, and to realize that such controversies can easily deter the 

interest and enthusiasm of students and historians rather than capture it. In 

conclusion let us refer back to the opening remarks of this essay. The eighteenth 

century is interesting and important. True, its apprehension and teaching is 

difficult, but historians cannot afford to neglect it. The teacher of eighteenth-

century British history should make up his or her mind what interpretations he or 

she can accept, and teach the period accordingly. There is nothing wrong with 

this for there is no history without an element of subjectivity, just as every good 

historical writing reveals the historian's personal point of view. To teach the 

eighteenth century in this manner is still much better than to neglect it or to 

quickly pass over it. 
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WHO IS A SEDUCTRESS? A COGNITIVE APPROACH TO THE 

SYNONYMS OF SEDUCTRESS  

 

 
Abstract: In the history of English there have been a number of terms referring to a mysterious 

and enticing lady whose charm entraps her lovers, frequently leading them into dangerous 

situations. Indubitably, femme fatale is an archetype of such a female both in literature and art. Her 

ability to enchant and hypnotize males was in the earliest stories even seen as supernatural, 

therefore nowadays such ladies are associated with vampires, witches or even demons. 

The main aim of the paper is to discuss the semantic history of a handful of lexical items that 

might be used in the sense óa seductive womanô and analyse them from a cognitive angle. In 

particular, we shall focus on such simple words as siren, derivatives seductress and enchantress, 

two borrowings, that is femme fatale and coquette, one abbreviation, namely vamp and ï last but 

not least ï a handful of proper nouns, namely Circe, Lorelei and Jezebel. 

 

Key words: seductress, woman, cognitive approach, etymology 

 

 

Introduction 

 

A woman is a human being who is the embodiment of a negative principle. 

On the one hand, she symbolizes chaos, temptation, debauchery, disorder and 

disagreement, on the other hand she is a paragon of fecundity, diversity and 

beauty. There are a number of various and frequently mutually exclusive 

portrayals of women, thus it is impossible to characterize a woman by means of 

one word only. Goddesses, virgins, mothers, daughters, sinners, priestesses, 

these are only a few of the images that are recognizable in many cultures (see 

KopaliŒski 1990). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.3
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In what follows we shall pay meticulous attention to one of the above-

mentioned representations, namely the image of a seductress, therefore we shall 

provide the reader with a handful of lexical items which might be employed in 

the sense óa seductive womanô, divide them into groups and discuss their 

etymology. But, above all, we shall search for the distinctive features of all these 

words and on the basis of them formulate metaphorical patterns. 

First and foremost, let us present the division of the analysed terms from the 

morphological viewpoint. Our list consists of only one simple word (siren), two 

derivatives (enchantress and seductress), two borrowings from French (a 

derivative coquette and a compound femme fatale), one abbreviation (vamp from 

vampire) and three proper nouns (Circe, Jezebel and Lorelei
1
). Following the 

data provided by the Oxford English Dictionary (henceforth: the OED), we may 

say that these words which denote seductive females
2
 appeared in English quite 

late. This may be the reason why none of these words has fallen into oblivion 

and all of them may be found in the dictionaries of contemporary English.  

 
simple words derivatives borrowings abbreviation proper nouns 

siren 

(1340 Ÿ 1588) 

enchantress  

(1374 Ÿ 1713) 

coquette 

(1611) 

vamp 

(1911) 

Circe 

(1386 Ÿ ?) 

 seductress  

(1803) 

femme fatale 

(1912) 

 Jezebel 

(1558 Ÿ ?) 

    Lorelei  

(1878 Ÿ ?) 

 

Table 1: Division of lexical items whose senses are connected with the conceptual category 

SEDUCTIVE FEMALE. 

 

As far as the methodology of the paper is concerned, we shall adopt selected 

elements of the cognitive approach presented in the works of Lakoff (1987), 

Taylor (1992), Langacker (1987) and Kleparski (1997). By óconceptual 

categoryô, we comprehend a óstructureô embodied in our conceptual systems, 

which derive from bodily experience, by means of which we understand such 

notions as, for example, body movement or the way we perceive reality (see 

Lakoff 1987 and Taylor 1992). For instance, in this paper we aim to focus on the 

lexical items whose senses are associated with the conceptual category 

SEDUCTIVE FEMALE.  

Speaking of the notion of ódomainsô, we understand it as ña coherent area of 

conceptualization relative to which semantic units may be characterizedò 

(Langacker 1987: 488). For instance, COLOURS is the semantic domain by 

 
1 As far as proper nouns are concerned, it is very difficult to pinpoint the exact date when the 

lexical items acquired the novel sense óa seductive womanô, thus we provide the reader with the 

dates when they were first documented in English. 
2 For more on the subject of synonyms of women, see Kleparski (1997). 
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means of which we apprehend such lexical items as blue, red, green or yellow. In 

our scrutiny ï apart from the very obvious domain of SEX ï by and large we 

revolve around five conceptual domains, namely the domain of PHYSICAL 

APPEARANCE, the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR, the domain 

of CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES, the domain of MORALITY and the 

domain of FEELINGS. For all these domains we may speak about 

conceptual/attributive elements/values which are either activated or 

backgrounded.  

 

 

Siren 

 

According to Greek mythology
3
, sirens were dangerous female creatures 

endowed with exquisite voices that enticed sailors in order to take their lives, thus 

we may say that these imaginary beings, half-women and half-birds were a source 

of misfortune for males. Latin and Greek poets
4
 depicted them as alluring nymphs 

whose voices made seamen forget about the whole world, and ï as a result ï the 

men perished. According to Homeric mythology, the Sirens were believed to have 

been the three daughters of the Greek god Phorcu. Authors argue about whether 

there were two or three comely ladies. According to Homeric mythology, there 

were two names, however, other ï especially ï later sources provide the readers 

with the names of three females: Parthenope, Ligea and Leucosia. In fact, the 

number of sirens was further enlarged: ñthere were several sirens up and down the 

coast (é) but the greatest number lived in Capreae.ò
5
  

It is fitting to add that there are two distinct images of sirens: in some cultures 

(e.g. Polish, French, Spanish and Portuguese) they were believed to combine fish 

and females, whereas in others (e.g. Greek, Russian and Swedish) they were 

portrayed as half-females and half-birds. All in all, in spite of the fact that they 

might cause various misunderstandings, these two images are related and advert 

to the same treacherous creature.  

Historically speaking, the noun siren stems from the Greek lexical item seirǛn 

which ï according to the OED ï appeared in English in the second half of the 

14
th
 century. In medieval times, the nymphs in question were the embodiment of 

lethal temptation, but it was in the 17
th
 century that the term started to be 

employed with reference to seductive women whose glance was compared to 

that of the mythical creature of the basilisk, and voice to a sirenôs singing, 

whereas flawless physics led men astray and brought about their death. Having 

scoured various lexicographic works, there emerges a picture of a dangerous, 

 
3 See Grimal (1998). 
4 See Brewerôs Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. 
5 See Brewerôs Dictionary of Phrase and Fable and Word and Phrase Origins. 
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sexy, fascinating and wilful lady who aims at hurting males (see Word and 

Phrase Origins, Brewerôs Dictionary of Phrase and Fable and Thesaurus of 

Traditional English Metaphors). 

Within the cognitively-couched model of analysis employed in this paper, the 

account of the secondary figurative sense óa seductive womanô of the noun siren 

involves the highlighting of the positively-loaded conceptual elements SEXY, 

ALLURING, BEAUTIFUL, IRRESISTIBLE and FASCINATING forming parts 

of the attributive paths of such conceptual domains as the domain of PHYSICAL 

APPEARANCE and the domain of CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES, 

respectively, attended by the highlighting of the relevant location within the 

attributive path of the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR with the 

evaluatively negative element DANGEROUS being activated. 

 

 

Enchantress 

 

The derivative enchantress is one of the lexical items whose sense is 

associated with witchcraft. Before the term started to be employed with reference 

to seductive females, it had referred to sorceresses. This historically primary 

sense of the word in question appeared in English in the second half of the 14
th
 

century in the Chaucerôs translation of Boethiusôs De Consolatione 

PhilosophiÞ,
6
 where the noun way employed in the sense óa witchô (1374 ñO 

feble and lyἬt is Īe hand of Circes Īe enchaunteresse.ò
7
 (the OED)). However, in 

the course of time it slightly altered its meaning and since the first half of the 18
th
 

century it has alluded to all charming women (1713 ñThere shalt thou meet Of 

soft Enchantresses th' Enchantments sweet.ò Ÿ 1866ï8 ñThe girl he loved was 

the most capricious little enchantress.ò (the OED)). 

From the cognitive perspective, to explicate the secondary óseductiveô female-

specific sense of enchantress, we may talk about highlighting of such conceptual 

elements as CHARMING, IRRESISTIBLE and BEWITCHING presupposed for 

the attributive path of the domain of CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES.  

 

 

Seductress 

 

In turn, the history of the second derivative dates back to the very beginning 

of the 19
th
 century, when the female version of seducer was coined (1803 ñHe is 

accompanied by an army of constables to apprehend the seductress of his 

nephewò. Ÿ 1891 ñThey were seductresses for inducing him to drink wine.ò (the 

 
6 See the OED. 
7 ñFeeble and light is the hand of Circes the enchantress.ò 
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OED)). The noun comes from the verb to seduce which describes the activity of 

persuading somebody ï by and large a lady ï to lose her innocence.  

Nevertheless, the historically primary sense of the verb was by no means 

connected with sexuality. Admittedly, according to the OED, the late 15
th
 

century sense of the word adverted to the activity of persuading, but it referred to 

males (e.g. vassals, servants or soldiers) who were supposed to desert their 

allegiance (1477 ñZethephius seduised the pepel ayenst him by tyraunye.ò
8
 (the 

OED)). It was circa forty years later when the meaning of the verb was extended 

to the activities whose aim was to coax someone into some wrongdoing (1519ï

20 ñHe was nocht compellit, sedoussit nor coacit thar to.ò
9
 (see the OED)). 

Nowadays, the verb to seduce is almost always used with sexual overtones.  

Cognitively speaking, to explicate the sense of seductress one may posit an 

entrenchment link to the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR, for 

which the conceptual element NAUGHTY is clearly activated. Additionally, we 

may also speak about an entrenchment link to the domain of PHYSICAL 

APPEARANCE for which the conceptual value ALLURING is activated. 

 

 

Coquette 

 

It was at the beginning of the 17
th
 century that the French lexical item 

coquette was first documented in English. Following Word and Phrase Origins, 

taking into consideration the provenance of coquette, we may say that the lexical 

item in question is oddly inappropriate, because it stems from the French coquet 

which denotes a lecherous man who strutted about. In fact, coquette is a 

diminutive form of coquet and it literally refers to a female who is a ólittle cockô. 

In English, the term has always alluded rather to a young lady well 

acquainted with the art of flirtation, owing to which she could effortlessly draw 

menôs admiration. Renowned for trifling with boysô feelings, such a girl does it 

habitually merely for gratification of her insatiable appetite for males. In spite of 

holding gentlemenôs attention, a coquette teases them without the aim of 

responding to their feelings. The following quotations extracted from the OED 

testify to the sense in question: 

 
1611 ñCoquette, a prattling or proud gossip; a frisking or fliperous minx; a cocketò. Ÿ 

1829 ñAmorously eyeing the pretty coquetò.  

 

From the cognitive angle, to account for the sense of the noun we can speak 

about an entrenchment link to the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR 

for which such negatively-loaded conceptual values as VAIN, BRASH and 

 
8 ñZethepius seduced those opposed to him through tyranny.ò 
9 ñHe was not completely seduced or coaxed.ò  
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PLAYFUL are foregrounded. Moreover, we can also speak of the highlighting of 

the attributive element YOUNG presupposed for the attributive path of the domain 

of AGE and the activation of the attributive value ALLURING presupposed for 

the attributive path of the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE. 

 

 

Femme fatale 

 

According to the OED, a femme fatale is a stock character of a dangerously 

attractive and enigmatic female who can seduce any man. The archetype of a 

tempting woman who seems to possess supernatural powers originates from 

ancient beliefs, and the first such characters may be encountered in the Bible, 

history, mythology or legends. As to the provenance of the phrase, it goes back 

to French and literally means óa deadly or fatal womanô, that is one who 

attempts to attain her goal by using her femininity. In English, the borrowing 

defined as óa dangerously attractive womanô emerged at the beginning of the 

20
th

 century, which might be testified by means of the following quotation 

extracted from the OED macrostructure: 1912 ñHere I saw a Femme Fatale 

who was a fine figure of a woman.ò 

Among the first famous examples of demonic ladies we can find Cleopatra 

from Classical times, the Sirens, Aphrodite and Helen of Troy from myths and 

legends as well as Jezebel and Salome from the Bible. But it should be stressed 

that the femme fatale has become a symbol which has alluring representatives in 

all periods. And so, to mention only a few of them, in the Middle Ages Morgan 

le Fay was one of the most famous seductresses, the Romantic period may boast 

a number of notable instances of treacherous females, such as Lamia from 

Keatsôs narrative poem.
10

 There were numerous powerful women in gothic 

novels, for example Matilda from The Monk,
11

 who was the inspiration of the 

Marquis de Sadeôs novel Juliette.
12

  

Cognitively speaking, in order to account for the semantics of the analysed 

combination, we find grounds to posit an entrenchment link to the attributive 

paths of such conceptual domains as the domain of CHARACTER AND 

BEHAVIOUR, with the attributive elements DANGEROUS and VILLAINOUS 

activated, the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE, for which the attributive 

elements BEAUTIFUL, SEXY and ALLURING are brought to the fore, and ï 

last but not least ï the domain of CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES, in which 

the attributive element MYSTERIOUS gains prominence. 

 

 
10 See Keats (1884) http://www.bartleby.com/126/36.html.  
11 See Lewis (1976). 
12 See de Sade ([1797] 1997). 
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Vamp 

 

Stories about supernatural creatures of a pernicious nature which were 

believed to suck the blood of their sleeping victims have been part and parcel of 

Eastern Europeôs folklore for a few centuries (see 500 Years of New Words), but 

the noun vampire itself was documented in English in the first half of the 18
th
 

century (1734 ñThese Vampyres are supposed to be the Bodies of deceased 

Persons, animated by evil Spirits, which come out of the Graves, in the Night-

time, suck the Blood of many of the Living, and thereby destroy themò.) (the 

OED). As to the provenance of the word in English, the sources are not 

consistent. Some claim that the lexical item derives either from French vampire 

or German vampir (see Word Origins) or from the Serbian vampir and it reached 

England because of three men who had travelled through Eastern Europe (see 

500 Years of New Words). 

According to Word Origins, it took almost two centuries until the lexical item 

acquired a more human-specific, or ï to be more precise ï female-specific sense 

and started to allude to women whose intention is to lure and take advantage of 

men. Since the 19
th
 century the image of a seductive vamp that exploits men has 

been used in the movie industry a number of times (1911 ñThackeray took it for 

granted that Mary Stuart was a vampò. Ÿ 1976 ñShe was playing the Vamp in a 

film.ò (the OED)). 

For the construal of the sense óa dangerous, mysterious and seductive femaleô 

of the noun in question such CDs as the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

and the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR may be said to be 

involved as the attributive paths of the following conceptual values are 

respectively activated: SEXY, DANGEROUS and CRUEL, the last two of 

which are naturally presupposed by the attributive path of the latter CD. 

 

 

Circe 

 

In Greek and Latin mythology Circe was a cruel lady renowned for her 

thorough knowledge of herbs and potions by means of which she was able to 

intoxicate men and turn her enemies into animals. Though she might seem to 

have been a sorceress, she was in fact a goddess who knew how to gain power 

over the male kind. Given her exceptional beauty and abilities one could hardly 

remain indifferent to her charm and skills, thus she became the archetype of the 

predatory woman whose name nowadays adverts to dangerous and irresistibly 

fascinating females (see Word and Phrase Origins). The lexical item emerged in 

English at the close of the 16
th
 century (1590 ñI thinke you all haue drunke of 

Circes cup.ò (the OED)) and we may hazard a guess that since then it has been 

employed in the sense óa seductressô. 
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From the cognitive angle, the semantics of the proper noun in question 

provides a case of entrenchment to the attributive paths of such conceptual 

domains as the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE for which the attributive 

elements BEAUTIFUL and ALLURING are activated, the domain of 

CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR with the activation of the attributive 

elements CRUEL and DANGEROUS and the domain of CHARACTERISTIC 

FEATURES for which the attributive elements INTELLIGENT, 

IRRESISTIBLE and FASCINATING are highlighted. 

 

 

Jezebel 

 

Jezebel is the infamous Biblical character that prompted her husband to desist 

from worshipping Yahweh and encouraged him to venerate other deities, namely 

Baal and Asherah instead. So wicked were the ways of the worshipper of the 

former deity that they were claimed to have brought misfortune upon Israel (see 

Word and Phrase Origins). Jezebel herself is reported to have tempted men with 

her painted eyes and adorned head. By means of intrigues and seduction she was 

able to mislead the saints of God into the sin of indecency. Therefore, because of 

her dishonourable behaviour, the name of the woman started to be employed 

figuratively with reference to a fallen woman, one flaunting her loose morals, or 

ï to be more precise ï a prostitute (see Word and Phrase Origins). Various 

lexicographic works (see Traditional Thesaurus of English Metaphors) agree 

that Jezebel has been employed allusively for a bold, dangerous and promiscuous 

female for a very long time.  

Interestingly enough, the name Jezebel is also a cultural symbol, as it refers to 

a racist stereotype of Black women. To be more precise, Jezebel was the counter-

image of the flawless Victorian female from the middle of the 19
th
 century. 

Black women were regarded as promiscuous not because they were actually 

lewd, but because they were not accustomed to the European climate (see Word 

and Phrase Origins). Thus, prim and proper Europeans confused semi-nudity 

with corruption. Moreover, Europeans did not understand African polygamy, 

which was connoted with lust and uncontrolled sex drive. This unjust mindset 

gave the impression that African females could not accuse any white man of 

rape, because black women were reportedly dissolute and wanton. 

In terms of a cognitively-couched model of analysis, for the construal of the 

sense óa seductressô of the proper noun in question, such conceptual domain as the 

domain of MORALITY and the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR 

may be said to be involved as the attributive paths of the following conceptual 

values are respectively activated LEWD, PROMISCUOUS, UNCHASTE, 

DANGEROUS and BRASH, the last three of which are naturally presupposed by 

the attributive path of the latter conceptual domain. Moreover, we may also 
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postulate that the sense in question may be rendered in terms of an entrenchment 

link to the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE for which the conceptual 

element ADORNED is clearly foregrounded. In turn, in order to account for the 

stereotypical metaphorical sense óa black promiscuous femaleô we may speak of 

the highlighting of the conceptual element BLACK presupposed for the attributive 

path of the domain of RACE. 

 

 

Lorelei 

 

Legend
13

 has it that centuries ago there was a beautiful young maiden dwelling 

on the rock cliff Lorelei.
14

 It is said that there was a girl who had leaped into the 

river below and drowned because of her unfaithful lover. The girl was 

metamorphosed into a siren that beguiled sailors with her singing and charm. The 

unfortunate who glanced at her were deprived of reason or sight, whereas the poor 

who heard her singing were doomed never to rejoin the living (see Word and 

Phrase Origins). The name of the appealing fair-haired lady from the German tale 

appeared in English as late as in the second part of the 19
th
 century and soon 

started to be employed with reference to beautiful, but ï at the same time ï cruel, 

unhappy and vindictive women (1878 ñThe Loreley of the Rhine is only a river-

siren, though a more exquisite enchantress than ever Greek fancy conceivedò. Ÿ 

1971 ñShe evolved into the most devastating Lorelei of Mayfair, with an utterly 

intriguing contempt for the men she could so easily fetter.ò (the OED)). 

Therefore, cognitively speaking, the historically secondary sense of the 

proper noun Lorelei is explicable in terms of an entrenchment relation to the 

attributive path of the domain of CHARACTER AND BEHAVIOUR and the 

highlighting of the attributive elements DANGEROUS, MERCILESS and 

VINDICTIVE attended by the activation of the conceptual elements 

DEJECTED, HEARTBROKEN and UNHAPPY forming parts of the attributive 

path of the domain of FEELINGS. Additionally, one may posit an entrenchment 

link to the domain of PHYSICAL APPEARANCE for which the conceptual 

element BEAUTIFUL is brought to the fore. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

In view of the foregoing, we can draw a number of conclusions connected 

with the semantics of the discussed lexical items. And so, table 2 presents a list 

of the conceptual elements and division of the domains in the analysis: 

 
13 See Word and Phrase Origins. 
14 The Lorelei is a rock on the river Rhine in the Upper Middle Rhine Valley in Germany. 



45 

domain of 
PHYSICAL 

APPEARANCE 

CHARACTER-

ISTIC 

FEATURES 

CHARACTER 

AND 

BEHAVIOUR 

MORALITY FEELINGS analysed 

lexical item 

siren SEXY 

ALLURING 

BEAUTIFUL 

FASCINATING 

IRRESISTIBLE 
DANGEROUS   

enchantress 
 

CHARMING 

BEWITCHING 

IRRESISTIBLE 

   

seductress 
ALLURING  NAUGHTY   

coquette 
ALLURING  

VAIN 

BRASH 

PLAYFUL 

  

femme 

fatale 
SEXY 

ALLURING 

BEAUTIFUL 

MYSTERIOUS 
DANGEROUS 

VILLAINOUS 
  

vamp 
SEXY  

DANGEROUS 

CRUEL 
  

Circe ALLURING 

BEAUTIFUL 

IRRESISTIBLE 

FASCINATING 

INTELLIGENT 

DANGEROUS 

CRUEL 
  

Jezebel 
ADORNED  

DANGEROUS 

BRASH 

PROMISCUOUS 

LEWD 

UNCHASTE 

 

Lorelei 
BEAUTIFUL  

DANGEROUS 

MERCILESS 

VINDICTIVE 

 
DEJECTED 

UNHAPPY 

 

Table 2: The list of conceptual elements assigned to the lexical items whose senses are associated 

with the conceptual category SEDUCTIVE FEMALE. 

 

Having analysed a group of lexical items whose senses are connected with the 

conceptual category SEDUCTIVE FEMALE, there emerges a thought-provoking 

picture of a lady who ï contrary to what might be anticipated ï is not necessarily 

lewd or promiscuous. Hence, the metaphorical schema <A SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS 

PROMISCUOUS> adverts only to one out of nine of the discussed words (Jezebel). 

Nevertheless, our investigation allows us to say that such a woman is almost 

always dangerous, and her purpose is to exploit and hurt males, thus we may 

formulate a universal metaphorical schema <A SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS 

DANGEROUS> which refers to the majority of the discussed lexical items (siren, 

femme fatale, vamp, Circe, Jezebel and Lorelei). Furthermore, on the basis of 

our analysis, we may also say that ï apart from being treacherous ï seductresses 

are often cruel; hence we may formulate the following metaphorical schema <A 

SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS CRUEL> (vamp, Circe, Lorelei). 

As far as the physical appearance of such a woman is concerned, we may 

formulate such universal schemas as <A SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS SEXY> (siren, 

femme fatale, vamp) or <A SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS ALLURING AND/OR 

BEAUTIFUL> (e.g. siren, coquette, Circe). In this case, stereotypical thinking 
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according to which it is easier for a sexy woman to lure a man is reflected in our 

analysis. What seems to be conspicuous is the fact that only in one case (the 

analysis of Lorelei) was a woman unhappy because of a man. Thus, we cannot 

say that women who beguile men do so in revenge for having been hurt by them. 

As a result, the metaphorical schema <A SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS DEJECTED> may 

be labelled as a unique one. Moreover, we may formulate the schema <A 

SEDUCTIVE FEMALE IS IRRESISTIBLE> (siren, enchantress, Circe).  
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Abstract: With a focus on Ed Vulliamy's Amexica: War Along the Borderline (2010), the outcome of 

the author's field research in the American-Mexican borderlands, the article aims to present the 

progressive brutalization of the border's public life. Discussing the quantitative and qualitative scale 

of violence in Mexico, it explains the main reasons for the escalation of bloodshed, attributable, 

among other things, to cartels, which function in a similar way to legal international corporations. The 

article also exemplifies how drug trafficking organizations shape the culture of violence in public 

space, discourse, entertainment, and education. In addition, the purpose of this paper is to show that to 

a certain extent the United States is co-responsible for the flourishing culture of violence there, which 

clearly affects not only its southern neighbor, but also American citizens. 

 

Key words: Vulliamy, Amexica, American-Mexican border, cartel, violence 

 

 

Introduction 

 

In the March 2009 version of "The Transhumanist Declaration," attached to 

an online article by Nick Bostrom, professor at Oxford University and co-

founder of the World Transhumanist Association now known as Humanity+, we 

read in point 1: "Humanity stands to be profoundly affected by science and 

technology in the future. We envision the possibility of broadening human 

potential by overcoming aging, cognitive shortcomings, involuntary suffering, 

and our confinement to planet Earth" (Bostrom 2009: 26). When reading Ed 

Vulliamy's Amexica: War Along the Borderline (2010), which, as the title 

suggests, mainly touches upon the grave situation on the US-Mexican border, 

one can see neither the enhancement of the human condition nor optimism for 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.4
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future improvement. Quite the opposite, Vulliamy describes innumerable 

incidents in which the basic and inalienable right to live a normal life is simply 

denied. With the focus on Vulliamy's Amexica, the article aims to present the 

progressive brutalization of the border's public life, which obviously takes place 

in other parts of Mexico. In addition, the purpose of this paper is to show that to 

a certain extent the United States is co-responsible for the flourishing culture of 

violence there, which clearly affects not only its southern neighbor, but also 

American citizens. 

 

 

Ed Vulliamy 

 

With diplomas from the University of Oxford and the Universita di Firenze, 

Italy, Ed Vulliamy started his journalistic career as a reporter, making current 

affairs documentaries World in Action for Granada Television (Vulliamy 2011: i; 

Vulliamy 2017). From 1989 to 1994, he worked as a Southeastern Europe 

correspondent for The Guardian, and from 1997 to 2003, he served as a New 

York correspondent for The Observer. The first journalist in history to testify at 

an international crimes court, Vulliamy gave evidence at the International 

Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia in 1996. He has received top honors for 

his reporting, including an Amnesty International Media Award (1992), a James 

Cameron Memorial Trust Award (1994), the 1996 Foreign Reporter of the Year, 

which is one of the British Press awards, and a Ryszard KapuŜciŒski Award for 

Literary Reportage (2013). Apart from Amexica, the outcome of his two 

borderline trips in 2008 and 2009, Vulliamy is also the author of three other non-

fiction books: Seasons in Hell: Understanding Bosnia's War (1994), Sleaze: The 

Corruption of Parliament (1997), co-written with David Leigh, and The War is 

Dead, Long Live the War: Bosnia, the Reckoning (2012). Having reported on 

various issues involving the world's political controversies, military conflicts, 

and calamities causing great damage to ordinary people's lives, Vulliamy 

continuously follows events that take place in Mexico, commenting upon the 

current situation in this country. 

 

 

Quantitative and qualitative scale of violence in Mexico 

 

When bearing in mind the data collected by Mexico's National Institute of 

Statistics, Geography, and Information (INEGI), it is impossible to deny the 

quantitative escalation of violence in Mexico as well as on the frontier (Heinle et 

al. 2015: vi). Under Ernesto Zedilloôs presidency (1994-2000), the total number of 

premeditated homicides stood at 80,311, and throughout the Vicente Fox 

administration (2000-2006), it declined to 60,162 homicides. Nevertheless, under 
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president Felipe Calder·n (2006-2012), who broke the Pax Mafiosa and declared 

war on cartels, the number of slayings increased dramatically and reached a total 

of 121,699 homicides (Heinle et al. 2015: vi). It should be underlined that the 

levels of violence in Mexico have not been so high as in Honduras and Venezuela, 

although none of the countries in the Western Hemisphere have experienced "such 

a large increase in the number or rate of homicides over the last decade" as 

Mexico, where violence has been mostly attributable to drug-related groups highly 

active in the borderlands (Heinle et al. 2015: vi). According to United Nations 

data, in 2007, Mexicoôs homicide rate stood at 7.8 per 100,000 population, 

whereas its 2012 rate totaled 21.5, so the figure has almost tripled over five years 

since Calder·n's decision to wage the drug war (Bisogno et al. 2014: 126). For the 

sake of comparison, in 2012, the United Statesô homicide rate was 4.7, Hondurasôs 

ï 90.4, Venezuelaôs ï 53.7, Colombiaôs ï 30.8 (Bisogno et al. 2014: 126-127). In 

2011, the Czech Republicôs homicide rate equaled 0.8, the UKôs ï 1.0, and 

Polandôs ï 1.2 (Bisogno et al. 2014: 130-131). 

With the increase in numbers, equally important is the fact that the act of crime in 

the Mexican war on humanity has become more callous, grotesque, and outlandish 

within recent years (Vulliamy 2011: 32). To picture the possible degree of violence, 

on the list of the crimes committed just at the turn of 2010, Vulliamy refers to the 

murder of thirty-six-year-old Hugo Hern§ndez, whose body parts were not only 

found in different locations of Los Mochis, Sinaloa, a Mexican city situated over 

seven hundred kilometers from the border, but ñhis face had been flayed, . . . [and] 

sewn to a soccer ballò (Vulliamy 2011: xliii). In effect, cartels turn murders into 

rituals by mutilating bodies in order to leave a message for the living (Vulliamy 

2011: 32). In the opinion of Hiram Mu¶oz, a forensic autopsy expert in the Tijuana 

prosecutorôs department, body mutilations have become ña kind of folk traditionò 

possible to decipher (qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 33-34). As Mu¶oz explains, in the code 

of practice established by executioners, the cut-out tongue denotes rumor-

mongering, severed arms may refer to the theft of narcotics or money, and chopped-

off legs may mean an attempt to leave a criminal organization. If victims have 

fingers cut and put into their mouths, they have denounced someone to enemies, 

since the Spanish slang word for a traitor is dedo, i.e., óa fingerô. To the list of the 

atrocities, we can add cleansing, the annihilation of whole communities, as it was in 

the case of the Zetas cartel, named after their leader's police call sign Z1, which in 

November 2010, stormed into Ciudad Mier, a small town on the border with Texas 

(and a few months later, into Ciudad Miguel Aleman, also on the border) in order to 

reinforce their position of authority (Vulliamy 2011: xvi, 15, 267). Thus, it is not 

startling that in Ju§rez, bordering the American El Paso and nicknamed a few years 

ago ñthe most dangerous city in the Americasò (Vulliamy 2011: 97), ordinary 

Mexican citizens would like to have the Pax Mafiosa restored so as to bring back 

relative peace to the streets and, at least, try to live normally (Rodr²guez qtd. in 

Vulliamy 2011: xviii).  



 50 

Cartels as corporations 

 

Apart from Calder·nôs decision's to break the Pax Mafiosa, another reason 

for the escalation of violence appears to come to the fore. Drug trafficking 

organizations are leading employers in Mexico, functioning in a similar way to 

legal international corporations with commercial logic and business strategies 

(Vulliamy 2011: xxxvi). Like every well-developing firm with prospects, cartels 

perfect their products by mixing drugs with rat poison or with fertilizers to make 

them stronger and cheaper (Vulliamy 2011: 147). They also diversify their 

activities beyond their traditional areas, investing in other branches. Not only do 

they engage in the drug trade, which in the case of the Zetas syndicate, operating 

mainly on the eastern US-Mexican borderlands, accounts only for 20 percent of 

their income, according to the 2009 Drug Enforcement Administration data 

invoked by Vulliamy (2011: 276). Criminal organizations also control human 

smuggling and the illegal import of American second-hand clothes by Mexican 

women, who are obligated to pay cartels a tariff of one, two, or three pesos on 

the goods they sell (Vulliamy 2011: 241). In addition, the powerful Zetas were 

reported to steal condensate, a kind of ultralight oil, from Pemex, a Mexican 

state-owned enterprise, and to sell it to the US legally (Vulliamy 2011: 275-276). 

Furthermore, to secure the market, selected narco gangs and the Sinaloa cartel, 

which mainly occupies the western US-Mexican borderlands, formed a merger 

meaningfully called Carteles Unitos, i.e., óUnited Cartelsô, so that they could 

fight the hegemony of the Zetas, successfully penetrating both North America 

and Europe (Vulliamy 2011: 17-18).  

Operating similarly to any other enterprise, narco businesses also outsource 

some of their criminal operations to law enforcement personnel and gang 

members, who eagerly compete for contracts for financial reasons. As Vulliamy 

notes, there is, in fact, a Spanish phrase for the narco outsourcing strategy ï el 

derecho de piso, which denotes óthe right of tender, of passageô (2011: 23). Last 

but not least, narco companies recruit their employees through public 

advertisement. On the banner hung on one of the bridges in Nuevo Laredo, 

located on the border with Texas, where the US closed its consulate after the 

police chiefôs murder in 2005 (Vulliamy 2011: 227), a would-be candidate for a 

job could read: ñWe offer a good salary, food, and medical care for your 

familiesò (qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 16). Frighteningly enough, more and more 

women are being hired by cartels, as they have a much higher chance of 

smuggling narcotics across the border in contrast to their male coworkers. As a 

matter of fact, ñdrug trafficking is seen as a more dignified profession than 

prostitutionò (Vulliamy 2011: 10), if we can talk about any kind of dignity at all 

in either of these two occupations. 

 

 



51 

Narco Culture 

 

Major employers influencing different spheres of social life, cartels 

profoundly shape the culture of violence visible in public space, discourse, 

entertainment, and educational institutions. As brutal violence can erupt anytime 

and anywhere, some Mexican border cities are described as ñurban 

Frankenstein[s]ò (Resnick 2012: chap. 9). In the bitterly humorous jargon heard 

in Ciudad Ju§rez, the urban Frankenstein par excellence, the recently constructed 

buildings are classified according to the architectural period they exemplify: 

ñEarly Narcoò, ñMid Narcoò, or ñHigh Narcoò (Vulliamy 2011: 109). And the 

housing estate of exclusive villas, officially named Rinc·n San Marcos, which 

means óSt. Markôs Cornerô, is unofficially referred to as Rinc·n San Narcos, i.e., 

óSt. Narcoôs Cornerô (Vulliamy 2011: 109). 

Cartels are known to hire artists to create narcomantas, banners with messages 

of different kinds, hung in central public places to be seen by ordinary locals as 

well as enemies. Apart from the aforementioned job offer, the information on a 

banner may, for instance, announce a street party for children, celebrate the capture 

of a rival, or be a warning placed next to a decapitated body, as it happened in the 

border city of Ciudad Ju§rez in September 2008 (Vulliamy 2011: xix). Still, in 

most cases, the narcomanta has one aim, namely, to accentuate a cartelôs 

domination of a given territory, frequently spreading fear and terror. Interviewed 

by Vulliamy, artist and instructor Francisco Ben²tez recounts how one of his 

students was employed by his acquaintance to prepare a narcomanta ñfor good 

money, [é] an offer he couldn't refuseò (Ben²tez qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 269).  

As Karla Zabludovski (2014) notes in her online article on recent public 

relations practices among cartels, with constantly improving access to the Internet, 

narcos are more and more frequently using social media like YouTube and 

Facebook to communicate their policies by showing two pictures: positive and 

negative. In a similar fashion as the banners, the positive broadcast is, 

paradoxically, to display cartelsô protection and sensitivity to peopleôs needs. For 

instance, the easily accessible two-minute video clip shows how the Gulf cartel 

brings food and other supplies to the dwellers of Aldama, Tamaulipas, victims of 

tropical storms that hit the Gulf coast in September 2013. What is more, with 

music by a group called meaningfully Cartel de Santa Band, the online video ends 

with the image of Jesus Christ (ñCartelò 2013), the juxtaposition that aims at 

reinforcing the unambiguous message about the cartelôs thinly-veiled goodness 

and readiness to help out those in distress. Quoting Mexican drug trafficking 

scholar Jorge Chabat, Zabludovski (2014) reveals that behind the generous 

almsgiving, there is sheer pragmatism, since catering for local communitiesô needs 

makes residents loyal to cartels, not to law enforcement personnel.  The negative 

broadcast clearly intends to feature graphic images of the atrocities cartels are 

capable of. Thus, the code of criminal practice has changed. Before, with 
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whitewashed evidence, the killing was to remain private. Nowadays, the purpose is 

not only to annihilate, but to extensively publicize the crime so as to reach the 

widest possible audience (Mu¶oz qtd. in Vulliamy 2014). 

Enjoying widespread popularity, drug trafficking organizations also exert an 

indirect and direct impact on Mexicoôs musical scene, which successfully began 

to extend into the American border states with concerts attended by legal and 

illegal Mexican immigrants, sometimes held in casinos on Indian reservation 

lands (Vulliamy 2011: 78-79). Not rarely drug peddlers who developed into 

songwriters, musicians, since the 1930s, have composed narcocorridos, ballads 

on drug trafficking, which usually relate flesh-and-blood shootouts as well as 

glorifying drug lords while turning them into local or even national heroes 

(Hodgson 2004). One of the narco songs by the band Los Buitres (óThe 

Vulturesô) touches upon the Sinaloa cartelôs leader, the semi-literate Guzm§n, 

aka El Chapo (Vulliamy 2011: 13), marked by both ñbrutality and creativityò 

(Boudreaux 2005), who, continuing the Colombian Escobar's tradition, is also 

very generous, sponsoring medical care and public works, the spheres neglected 

by the Mexican government, which surely explains his widespread popularity. 

With the stress on Guzm§n's God-like omnipresence, the narcocorridoôs selected 

lyrics go as follows: ñHe sleeps at times in houses / At times in tents / Radio and 

rifle at the foot of the bed / And sometimes his roof is a cave / Guzm§n is 

everywhereò (qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 13). It must be emphasized that there are 

musicians perfectly willing to work for drug-related organizations. Performing 

under a stage name the Ace of the Sierra, Jose Manuel Camargo admits: ñI have 

a lot of fans who areé well, I call them business people. Mafia people, if you 

like. [é] It's nice to sing about themò (qtd. in Hodgson 2004). One of the 

reasons why it seems attractive to enjoy the singing when eulogizing the narcos 

is the possible payment that the Ace can receive for composing a narcocorrido, 

namely thirty thousand dollars (Hodgson 2004). Strangely enough, the work 

commissioned by cartels is treated as any other assignment. To put it in the 

words of Camargo, ñIt's my job. If somebody pays me to do a corrido, Iôll do it. 

If theyôre a Mafioso or not, itôs all the same to meò (qtd. in Hodgson 2004). 

Perhaps it does not matter to this performer whose payroll he is on, but it appears 

necessary to highlight that when cartels recruit bands to extol their deeds, they 

simultaneously make musicians the target of a rival drug trafficking 

organization, the employment that sometimes entails an artistôs tragic death 

(Vulliamy 2011: 81). 

 

 

Education in Mexican Borderlands 

 

In the 2009 version of ñThe Transhumanist Declarationò, it is possible to read 

that ñhumanityôs potential is still mostly unrealizedò (Bostrom 2009: 26). 
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Unfortunately, in the majority of Mexican schools located along the border, 

teachers cannot peacefully recognize their studentsô mental abilities, and children 

cannot demonstrate them. One March morning, in 2008, at Valent²na G·mez 

Farias primary school in Tijuana, a border city with over one million population, 

situated approximately twenty-five kilometers from San Diego, California, 

children took the lesson of violence instead of math or biology. On the road 

leading to the school gate, there were twelve naked, severely mutilated bodies 

with tongues cut, the plain message to all approaching the entrance not to talk 

too much (Vulliamy 2011: 33). As the schoolôs principal concedes, it is 

exceedingly difficult to teach at educational institutions attended by children 

growing up in narco families and by those who reside in police officersô 

households. Neither can the administrator guarantee minimal protection at the 

school he supervises, as the received closed-circuit television camera and alarm 

button are simply out of order (Tovar qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 33). In addition, the 

process of education may be hindered by narco parents literally any minute. In 

the conversation with Vulliamy, Ju§rez womenôs campaigner and high school 

teacher Marisela Ortiz relates how a sicario, a hired killer, once collected his 

child from the school where she works in order to enable the offspring to watch 

an execution on the street nearby (Ortiz qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 178-179), clearly 

educating his child in what the father perceived as real-life skills. 

What is worse, children, teenagers, and students are more interested in the 

allegedly glamorous narco lifestyle than education, and consciously opt for 

cruelty and savagery. According to Amanda Ortiz Reina, a 2009 candidate for 

the post of mayor of Altar, a small town near the border with Arizona, young 

Mexicans ñdon't want to take a stand against what is happening. They are happy 

with this new culture, these new opportunitiesò, treating criminals as role models 

(qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 59). Apparently, it seems hard to blame the younger 

generation for the choice they make, if, since their very childhood, they have 

been accustomed to cartelsô support and care for the impoverished communities 

in which they were born and raised. For instance, in 2007, the powerful Zetas 

held a street party with balloons and toys to celebrate Childrenôs Day in Ciudad 

Acu¶a, the city on the Rio Grande River. While eating cookies and drinking 

juice, the youth and their parents could read the wishes ñHappy Day to Allò from 

the party's sponsor, Osiel C§rdenas, first a policeman, then the Gulf cartelôs 

leader, and finally the creator of the Zetas (Vulliamy 2011: 15, 218).  

 

 

Maquiladoras 

 

Another economic factor which shapes the culture of violence in the 

borderlands is maquiladoras, factories manufacturing and/or assembling duty-

free goods exported mainly to the US. The outcome of the early 1960s Border 
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Industrialization Program initiated on both sides of the Rio Grande, the plants, 

producing, for instance, wrapping for McDonald's straws, jeans for Levi's 

(Vulliamy 2011: 207), and ï in the past ï body bags for US military forces 

(Qui¶·nez qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 209), for their American owners, are 

economic eldorados with low production costs. On the Mexican side, ordinary 

citizens lose more than benefit from maquiladoras for a few reasons. First of all, 

manufacturing plant investment was not followed up with the building of proper 

infrastructure to support incoming labor force. Consequently, lured by slave 

wages by Western standards, many Mexicans, arriving from various regions of 

the country, ended up in slum-like housing (Vulliamy 2011: 203). Secondly, as 

we can easily figure out, working conditions in these factories have left much to 

be desired since they opened. While Alcoaôs chief executive Paul OôNeill stated 

at the corporation's annual meeting in 1996 that ñour plants in Mexico are so 

clean they can eat off the floorò (qtd. in Preston and Dillon 2004: 473), Juan 

Tovar Santos, interviewed by Vulliamy, remembers his work at Alcoa's factory 

in Ciudad Acu¶a (the city on the border with Texas) a bit differently. In addition 

to ñintoxication of the air by materials used in the factoryò, ñrelentless working 

hoursò, ñpunishing production quotasò, and ñindustrial injuries without 

compensationsò (Vulliamy 2011: 198), he distinctly recollects ñhaving to apply 

for toilet paper, being allowed one piece per go, only being allowed to go to the 

toilet twice a day and not being allowed to spend more than a minute about one's 

business in thereò (Santos qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 200). Of great importance is 

also the fact that the sweatshop factories have hired mainly women, regarding 

them, with their smaller hands, as more skillful, but also ñeasier to manipulateò 

(Qui¶·nez qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 204-205). This employment policy has shaken 

social relations in the traditional Mexican family, in which men used to work for 

daily bread whereas women looked after the household. As a result, in the 

opinion of Cecilia Ball, the University of Texas anthropologist, the social change 

has contributed to ña crisis of masculinityò indicated, among other things, by 

domestic abuse and femicide, the mass killings of women, murdered, inter alia, 

because they have achieved a more independent position in Mexican society 

(Balli qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 163-165, 177). 

 

 

War on Humanity in the United States 

 

The theater of the war on humanity raging on the territory of Mexico clearly 

continues in the United States. According to the American Department of Justiceôs 

2009 National Drug Threat Assessment, ñMexican DTOs [drug trafficking 

organizations] represent the greatest organized crime threat to the United Statesò 

(US Department of Justice 2008: iii). It is also noted in the report that ñthe 

influence of Mexican DTOs over domestic drug trafficking is unrivaledò (US 
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Department of Justice 2008: iii). In National Drug Threat Assessment 2011, in 

which the term DTOs is meaningfully replaced with TCOs, standing for 

ñtransnational criminal organizationsò, we can find a neatly arranged chart which 

illustrates major Mexican cartelsô influence over US particular geographical 

regions, with the Sinaloa cartel in the lead controlling the majority of the 

contiguous statesðSoutheast, Southwest, West Central, Pacific, New England, 

Mid-Atlantic, and Great Lakes (US Department of Justice 2011: 7). Unfortunately, 

over the last decade the situation has not improved, since the recent 2016 report 

reveals that ñMexican TCOs remain the greatest criminal drug threat to the United 

States; [and] no other group is currently positioned to challenge themò, although 

Colombian, Dominican, and Asian trafficking organizations also supply 

Americans with illicit drugs (US Department of Justice 2016: vi). 

Beyond any doubt, the cartelsô competition for lucrative distribution markets, 

resulting in the escalation of violence in Mexico, would not be so fierce if the 

consumer demand for their products had declined. According to the 2016 

assessment, marijuana is the most popular illicit narcotic in the United States 

(US Department of Justice 2016: 111), and, as another research shows, ñthe 

prevalence of marijuana use [among American adults] more than doubled 

between 2001-2002 and 2012-2013ò rising from four to over nine percent within 

the indicated span of time (Hasin et al. 2015: 1235). Although heroin users 

represent a relatively smaller population, their number has increased 

dramatically, and ñheroin overdose deaths more than tripled between 2010 and 

2014ò (US Department of Justice 2016: vii). What is alarming is that more and 

more residents of the United States, including youth and grown-ups, are 

perceiving soft narcotics as far from being harmful and risky. The 2016 report 

demonstrates that in 1991 over seventy-eight percent of twelfth-grade students 

regarded marijuana as a substance with detrimental effects on human health; in 

2005, there was a decline of twenty percent, and 2015 saw only thirty-one 

percent of twelfth-grades viewing the most popular drug as harmful (US 

Department of Justice 2016: 114).  

The good news is that the former American government finally accepted co-

responsibility for the Mexican problems on the official political scene, the 

inaudible voice under Bill Clinton's and George W. Bush's administrations. 

Clearly against the gun lobby, when speaking on MSNBC Television, on April 

9, 2009, President Obama openly conceded: ñItôs really a two-way situation here 

[é]. The drugs are coming north, weôre sending funds and guns southò (Obama 

qtd. in Vulliamy 2011: 22). The grim news is not only that the present US 

administrationôs response is the continued construction of the wall. Obamaôs 

declaration has not been followed by real action, and the Rio Grande may 

continually be nicknamed the Iron River due to US pro-gun enthusiasm. Along 

the border with Mexico, different American cities hold gun shows, which are 

treated as all-ages attractions enjoyed by whole families on Sunday afternoon. In 
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October 2009, one of such fairs, was organized in Pharr, in the south of Texas, 

eight miles from a Mexican city, Reynosa, the heartland of the Zetas cartel. 

While walking from stall to stall, participants could choose whatever they 

wished from a broad range of deadly weapons, and even if Vulliamy, a non-US 

citizen, was not eligible to buy one, he was given a business card with 

reassurance that the problem could be solved. As the author ironizes, there was 

also a bookstall, offering ñUS army manuals on counter-insurgency warfare, 

with tips on bomb-making, how to blow up bridges and other useful things to 

know while out hunting deerò (Vulliamy 2011: 252-253). Among the 

publications, there was additionally a fifteen-dollar manual instructing how to 

convert semi-automatic AR-15 and AK-47, narcosô favorites, into their fully 

automatic versions, whose sale is forbidden in the US (Vulliamy 2011: 253-254). 

A commercial undertaking on a grand scale, a gun show is held occasionally, yet 

straw buyers, who are frequently American citizens, may regularly take full 

advantage of numerous gun stores, which considerably outnumber libraries and 

museums in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico, the border territories being 

among thirty-seven states where there are more possibilities for gun purchase 

than of visiting the aforementioned cultural institutions (Ingraham 2014).  

Apart from American weapon dealers who make profit by the direct and 

indirect sale of firearms to narcos, there are entrepreneurs in other economic 

sectors that attempt to earn money by exploiting the culture of violence 

spreading in Mexico. As Emily Schmall reports, in 2010, Laura and Kate 

Mulleavy, California womenôs wear designers for the fashion label Rodarte, 

bought, for instance, by Michelle Obama and Cate Blanchett, co-developed the 

line with clothes and cosmetics ñin shades such as Factory, Sleepwalker, Juarez 

and Ghost Townò (Schmall 2010). In the official press release, it was also stated 

that the designers had drawn the inspiration for the collection from the ñlines of 

women workers making their way to factory jobs in the middle of the nightò 

(qtd. in Schmall 2010), which maquiladora female employees regard as a nerve-

racking experience possibly culminating in femicide. In addition to the world of 

fashion, an international computer entertainment entrepreneur, headquartered in 

the US, has also capitalized on the culture of violence commonplace in the 

American-Mexican borderlands. In 2010, Ubisoft, a video game company 

originally from France, in cooperation with a Poland-based firm Techland, 

released Call of Juarez: The Cartel, a first-person shooter game which involves 

players in the combat between narco traffickers and corrupt DEA and FBI 

agents, who, as heard in one of the trailers, introduce gamers to ñthe new Wild 

Westò (Techland 2017; "Call of Juarez" 2011). Thus, in reference to Bostrom's 

ñTranshumanist Declarationò and the Ubisoft and Techland commodity, 

humanity has truly been affected by technology, yet it is doubtful that the 

gaming experience has contributed to the overcoming of suffering in any way. 

The gameôs placement on the market has rather led to the virtual expansion of 
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violence, which, to border residents, is the common element of everyday life, not 

a component of a product developed to entertain.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

There are voices like Adam David Mortonôs in ñThe War on Drugs in Mexicoò 

(2012: 1636), and David Rieffôs in his article ñThe Struggle for Mexicoò (2011), 

which claim that Mexico is not a failed state due to its recent political and 

economic development. If not a failed state, one wonders what we should call a 

country where whole communities have been annihilated, the act of crime has 

become more macabre, drug cartels guarantee social protection as well as 

entertainment, the colloquial language of its citizens reflects widespread 

barbarism, and different generations consciously opt for the culture of violence. 

One may also deliberate on how long it will take the United States to repeal the 

pro-gun laws, not to mention the curbing of Americansô own craving for narcotics. 

The answers to these questions are obviously difficult to find. Still, while 

analyzing Amexica with my students, I would like to make sure that one of them 

who has played Call of Juarez: The Cartel is cognizant that behind the computer 

game, there is the brutal reality in which the right to a normal life is simply denied. 
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Abstract: The major objective set to this paper is to investigate how studentsô academic interests 

determine and delimit the scope of lexical items to be mastered in ESP instructions. Naturally, 

teaching specialist language requires, on one hand, full-scale awareness of a specific field of 

knowledge, and on the other, a constant willingness to search for pragmatic techniques that 

enhance teaching and learning processes. Here, we provide insight into several lexical fields in 

medical English, namely BODY PARTS, SKELETAL STRUCTURE and DISEASES to 

examine their usefulness in actual pedagogical practice. Certainly, synonymous pairs of words, be 

it technical or standard English terms, constitute one of the most viable categories in a medicine-

couched English classroom. Much in the same vein, issues of etymology play an eminent role in 

identifying the affinities existing between lexical items. Note that etymological issues necessitate 

both comprehensive knowledge of medicine-related subjects and broadly understood willingness to 

face the fact that medical students are likely to know more on the subject instructed than their ESP 
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the limited use of medical science words. For instance, the tabooed lexical items in the field 

BODY PARTS are crucial here from the point of view of language instruction, and the existence 
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environment. Rather unsurprisingly, tabooed lexical items are by all means the most intriguing and 

desirable ones for many learners, though not for teachers. 
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Introduction 

 

What has come to be known as English for Specific Purposes (ESP) is a sphere 

of English teaching that requires, on the one hand, a competent instructor and ï on 

the other hand ï specialist knowledge of a well-defined discipline, and this all 

needs to be found in one person. However, one could start with the question of 

whether this point of view is at all feasible, defendable and realistic when teachers 

are all trained to teach General English (GE). Secondly, the question to be asked is 

that of whether one can speak of such a world of difference between GE and ESP. 

There is clear evidence that the answers to the questions rely solely on a teacherôs 

attitude and willingness to undertake self-development which, in many cases, is 

not directly connected with didactic problems and purposes. To be more precise, 

ESP instructors, in principle, are claimed to be ñpractitionersò who are obliged to 

become familiarised with a specialised field of academic knowledge (see, among 

others, Dudley-Evans and St John 1998:13). As stressed by Goonetillike 

(1989:45), the gist of the theory is that ESP specialists are to ñknow English as 

well as the subject of the studentsò, and they are distinguished from the rest of 

language instructors by having comprehensive knowledge, which is said to go well 

beyond a common pedagogical training program. By way of example, an 

instructor who has been assigned to teach, say, emergency medical technicians, is 

primarily assumed to understand the difference between AR (artificial respiration) 

and CPR (cardiopulmonary resuscitation) or at least they should, and it is 

justifiable to be aware of the existence of the ESI Triage System.
1
 All this amounts 

to saying that practitionersô specialist language is of unquestionable importance in 

an ESP environment and, in this regard, it surely seems to be a classroom variable 

adopted on the grounds of studentsô needs and technolect per se (Dudley-Evans 

and St John 1998:126).
2
 

 

 
Vocabulary in ESP instruction: Technical and General English synonyms 
 

With this in mind, one may address the following question: How do studentsô 

academic interests determine and delimit the scope of vocabulary to be 

mastered? To start with, technical sets of lexical items are the key cornerstone 

for the choice of teaching materials, and it is fairly evident that a high priority is 

given to the entirety of field-specific terms as they constitute the core of ESP 

instruction matter. As suggested by Mackay and Mountford (1978:4):  
 

 
1 The purpose of the system is to assign victims of accidents to a particular ESI level; from ESI 1 ï 

the most critically injured to ESI 5 ï slightly injured (see, among others, Evans and Salcido 2011:16). 
2 As suggested by the authors, a prerequisite for constructing an ESP course is ñneeds analysisò 

which basically identifies the ñwhat and how of a courseò (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998:126). 
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The only practical way in which we can understand the notion of specialist language is a 

restricted repertoire of words and expressions selected from the whole language because 

that restricted repertoire covers every requirement within a well-defined context, task or 

vocation. 

 

It stands out that specialist language is of paramount importance in 

profession-oriented courses, and ï in a number of cases ï the selected choice of 

lexical items is somewhat parallel to technical terms, and those words may 

oftentimes be identified by standard English words that are assumed to be of 

great communicative value in real-life contexts. In the following, we shall 

concentrate on three exemplary disciplines, that is architecture, tourism and 

medicine. Thus, for instance, an architecture student is expected to use the 

lexical item fenestration instead of such nouns as window or louver meaning 

óshutterô or óblindô accordingly. Rather unsurprisingly, ESP teaching provides 

multiple pairs of technical words that are by and large synonymous with those 

employed in GE. Table 1. below provides a number of representative cases: 

 
Technical words Standard English words 

pilotis supports 

parti concept, scheme 

charette meeting 

massing shape 

truss framework 

contractor builder 

 

Table 1. Technical and standard words in architecture. 

 

The didactic account of the comparison discussed here defines the process of 

associating more complicated technical words with their standard English 

equivalents that have been stored in long-term memory, and this ï needless to 

say ï enhances general vocabulary learning. Interestingly enough, the 

significance of synonyms in language teaching has long been emphasised since 

the appearance of the Grammar Translation Method in which synonymous pairs 

of words were provided and analysed with reference to literary passages (Larsen-

Freeman and Anderson 2011:41). We maintain that this classic technique ought 

to be effectively adopted in ESP instructions in numerous ways. In actual 

teaching practice, synonyms-directed teaching stimuli lead directly to effective 

and meaningful learning. By way of further illustration, in the sphere of tourism 

a set of the following simple and complex lexical items may be identified
3
, as 

given in Table 2: 

 
3 Like any other, the division into simple and complex words is valid, especially when a 

practitioner wishes to gradually introduce technical items and rank them in terms of simplicity and 

complexity.  
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Types of words Technical words General English words 

simple 

host organiser 

tariff fare 

voucher coupon 

itinerary plan of the trip 

complex en route on the way 

 

Table 2. Technical and standard words in tourism. 

 

 

In search of lexical fields in medical English 
 

Now we shall focus on the sphere of medicine-wise embodied language by 

means of the lexical fields that will be labelled DISEASES, SKELETAL 

STRUCTURE and BODY PARTS, to name but a few subfields that may be 

distinguished in the targeted sphere. The concept of a lexical field introduced 

almost a century ago by Trier (1931) and developed further by, among others, 

Weisgerber (1951), is frequently held to be efficient in specifying relationships 

between particular words (see, Kleparski 2002:44 and Kleparski and Borkowska 

(in print)), and this approach is believed to increase considerably the potential of 

language learning processes. One may say that the lexical fields singled out 

above, as well as their constitutive components, are among the most widely used 

categories that are identified in various medicine-related professions. 

In actual teaching practice, the analysis of current medical course books has 

supplied us with ample evidence that the affinity between technical and standard 

English words plays a strategic role in language teaching, regardless of medical 

specialist types.
4
 We hope to be able to provide some evidence that the 

application of synonym-oriented instruction may provide an efficient technique 

that can be employed in mastering the relevant vocabulary.  

As in many other spheres of human knowledge, medical specialists may be 

expected to be familiar with technical words as well as the corresponding lay 

terms, so to speak. Take, for example, the noun rubeola coupled with its standard 

English equivalent measles which can be found in the vocabulary of most 

intermediate learners of English, very much like a number of other nouns related to 

illnesses, such as insomnia / sleeplessness, influenza / flu, varicella / chickenpox or 

arrhythmia / palpations.
5
 Here, it should be of no surprise that the conceptual 

 
4 The results of the research have proven that the authors of textbooks for medical professionals, 

such as doctors, nurses, physiotherapists and emergency medical technicians, highlight the 

importance of jargon as well as standard English. See among others, English for Physiotherapy, 

authored by J. Ciecierska (2011), English for Health Sciences, written by M. Milner (2006) or English 

in Medicine, authored by E.H. Glendinning and B.A.S. Holmstrom (2007). 
5 See, among others, Glendinning and Howard (2008). 
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sphere of DISEASES, which the listed nouns are related to, highlights the 

prominence of the etymology of a great number of technical words which, in the 

main, stem from Greek and Latin, as shown in Table 3a and Table 3b below: 
 

Technical words General English words 

varicella chickenpox 

morbilli / rubeola measles 

insomnia sleeplessness 

sclerosis multiplex multiple sclerosis 

 

Table 3a. The field DISEASES ï technical and general Latin-based lexical items. 

 

Technical words General English words 

poliomyelitis polio 

tetanus lockjaw 

gonorrhoea clap 

pharyngitis sore throat 

 

Table 3b. The field DISEASES ï technical and general Greek-based lexical items. 
 

Etymological enquiry reveals that the names of diseases are of different origins, 

but ï at the same time ï it also entails that medical students may take great 

advantage of the groupings proposed in the foregoing; certainly, medical students 

may be expected to identify those ancient languages in the lexical sphere inherent 

to their academic interests. Also, ESP instructors should bear in mind that 

knowledge of etymological roots may help them analyse and prepare vocabulary 

sets in the manner that will both encourage medical students to retrieve subject-

based information and relate it to specific standard English words. In this context, 

pathology ï among other examples that may be given ï viewed as one of the 

curriculum subjects, provides insight into human body disorders, the names of 

which ï as it turns out ï are frequently of either Latin or Greek origin. This may 

provide some support for the view that language instructors must work in 

collaboration with other lecturers or at least raise over-all awareness of academic 

programs in order to design successful language input.
6
  

As emphasised by one of the current authorities in ESP teaching, it is more than 

likely to happen that students will know more about a certain field than their 

instructors, who are claimed to be an authority in the academic environment, and 

instructors are ñnot in the position of being óthe primary knowerô of carrier contentò 

(Dudley-Evans and St. John 1998:13). Although this may sound controversial for 

most conventional language instructors, it is asserted that the hallmark of ESP 

instructions is the subservient role of the teacher. In other words, one may say that 

 
6 The concept of óteam teachingô has been discussed, among others, by Dudley-Evans and St 

John (1998:45-48). 
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practitioners should in no way consider it either awkward or shameful to seek and 

take advantage of studentsô advice in professional matters at times. 

 With this is mind, ESP vocabulary instruction becomes fundamental since 

practitioners are eager to develop methodological skills in entirely new contexts, 

but also ï as an additional stimulus ï they are professionally challenged by 

studentsô (more) thorough knowledge of the subject they are expected to teach. 

One may add at this point that learner-centeredness seems appropriate at all stages 

of ESP instruction, on condition that teachers acknowledge that students may ï as 

a matter of course ï be better-educated in a particular discipline of science, at least 

in the capacity of their mother tongue. In consequence, this may enable teachers to 

motivate and inspire students to be actively involved open-mindedly in the process 

of teaching and learning (Hutchinson and Waters 1987:8). 

What we argue for here is supported by our analysis of the lexical field 

SKELETAL STRUCTURE; by no means is a typical GE teacher in a position 

to enumerate the bones in the human body, either in his native language, less still 

in English. Students may prove to be of assistance here and provide the teacher 

with useful suggestions about the subject in their native language and this, in 

turn, exerts the influence of practitionersô own language research to present the 

lexical elements of the technolect in the most pragmatic fashion. Naturally, the 

lexical field SKELETAL STRUCTURE may be approached from different 

angles. Among others, as in the case of the field DISEASES, most constitutive 

lexical elements present here derive from Latin, yet, again English offers 

standard equivalents
7
 which are illustrated in Table 4. 

 

Medical terms derived from Latin General English terms 

clavicle collarbone 

cranium skull 

maxilla lower jaw 

mandible upper jaw 

humerus arm 

radius 

ulna 
forearm 

patella knee cap 

pelvis hip bone 

tibia 

fibula 
shin bone 

scapula shoulder blade 

vertebral column back bone 

coccyx tailbone 

femur thigh bone 

 

Table 4. The microfield SKELETAL STRUCTURE ï technical and general English terms. 

 
7 The distinction between technical and standard English SKELETAL STRUCTURE terms is 

found, among others, in English for Medicine, authored by Ciecierska and Jenike (2007). 
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On the basis of the data given in the table above one may conclude that in 

many cases we are justified to speak of a one-to-one correspondence. For 

instance, the noun scapula is semantically interchangeable with the complex 

noun shoulder blade, and the noun femur may be replaced by the general English 

thigh bone. There are other distributional patterns, too; not infrequently general 

English medical terms may be replaced by more than one Latin-based technolect 

term. For instance, the concept of forearm is defined jointly by the two bone-

related names, that is radius and ulna, while what is known as shin bone may be 

viewed as the sum of two elements termed tibia and fibula in anatomical 

description. Also, other subcategories in the sphere BODY PARTS are 

frequently specified by sets of bones, for instance hand or foot, as shown in the 

figures below:  
 

` 
Figure 1. Technical terms for bones of the hand.8 

 

 

Figure 2. Technical terms for bones of the foot.9 

 
8 Illustration by A. B. 
9 Illustration by A. B. 
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The nomen omen skeletal illustrations of the two microfields seem to suggest that 

the terminological items related to certain parts of the body that are normally 

introduced at the very early stages of English language instruction have become 

compound formations. It seems worthwhile to mention that, as in the case of 

DISEASES, the lexical items that in anatomic extralinguistic reality serve to refer to 

such BODY PARTS as hand and foot, as a rule, have general English 

equivalents.When one takes a closer look at hand, one needs to point out that what is 

termed as phalanges refer to finger bones, metacarpals are synonymous with palm 

bones, while carpals correlate with wrist bones (Figure 1). Similarly, foot viewed as 

a body part, is customarily described by phalanges as toe bones, tarsals ï ankle 

bones, metatarsals and their general English equivalents, namely foot bones, and ï 

last but not least ï calcaneous commonly identified as heel bones (Figure 2).  

The conclusions to be drawn here are that various linguistic labels specify one 

and the same body part; however, very frequently the label with a different 

reference exists as well, and so, for example, phalanges in the medical technolect 

serve to categorise both finger bones and toe bones. This linguistic observation 

may be of much significance for course designers since the subcategories within 

lexical fields that are identified in terms of synonymous pairs of words are 

normally more easily absorbed, remembered and revised. The existence of 

varying reference certainly supports the view that ESP instructions not only 

ought to care about the process of teaching itself, but should also pay due 

attention to building such possible relationships between lexical items in order to 

enhance and optimise the process of learning.  

As a matter of fact, the lexical macrofield BODY PARTS can be split in 

various ways with the resultant varying lexical patterns. For example, some 

specialist terms related to various specific body parts have merely one equivalent 

in general English, for instance coxa ï hip, cubitum ï elbow, pollux ï thumb or 

areola ï nipple. In other cases, one may speak about the existence of more than 

one word in general English, for example consider such groups of words as 

axilla ï armpit or underarm; thorax ï chest or trunk; abdomen ï stomach and 

belly. Also, some technical lexical items, as in the case of phalanges, come to 

define two different anatomical elements, such as digits, which is used to refer to 

the constitutive elements of two different extremities, that is fingers and toes. 

Note that the terms limbs or extremities in medical English refer either to arms or 

legs only if they are pre-modified by such directional qualifiers as superior limbs 

/ superior extremities ï arms, inferior limbs / inferior extremities ï legs or upper 

limbs / extremities or lower limbs / extremities.  

Obviously, the choice of lexical items discussed here is contingent upon 

various individual factors. Especially, it seems that the choice between medical 

and general English names is to a large extent determined by the nature of 

written and oral contexts, and ï most frequently ï in the field of ESP instruction 

authentic materials are based on factual articles and scientific reading passages 
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(Philips and Shettlesworth 1978:25-26).
10

 Naturally, such field-related 

publications are hardly ever adapted to the needs of foreign language students, 

neither are they aimed at gauging language skills, but rather they aspire at 

scientific mastery in academic discourse. In contrast, general English lexical 

items are typically found in course books. Moreover, the context of use of the 

lexical items related to the field BODY PARTS is pragmatic and it tends to be 

restricted to ña patientôs perspectiveò.
11

  

Also, the lexical sphere analysed here takes on a whole new dimension when 

the lexical field BODY PARTS is approached from the point of view of 

extralinguistically conditioned political correctness. Although most body parts 

have both technical as well as general English names, many elements of the field 

in question have their equivalents in various manifestations of informal and 

substandard English. Beyond doubt, the existence and the possible impact of 

informal, slang and vulgar terms linked to the macrofield BODY PARTS should 

be taken into consideration in the process of language instruction. One of the 

best cases in point are the synonymous forms for the Latin-based abdomen, such 

as belly and tummy, as well as umbilicus and its semantic equivalents belly 

button and tummy button used in informal English. The general English head is 

referred to as skull in medical technolect, while the nouns dome and grey matter 

are restricted to the informal variety of English.  

An extreme type of language informality is manifested by the layer of taboo or 

vulgar words. In the context of human beings and, more specifically, in the context 

of the human body and intimacy, which are among the most typical subjects to 

tabooisation, we find a variety of lexical items the sociolinguistic connotations of 

which are far from neutral. Naturally, it is essential to take all necessary 

precautions with all the slang and vulgar lexical items that are considered to be 

negatively loaded, vile and offensive. To visualise this, the standard English word 

buttocks is often substituted by such lexical items as butt, bootie, tush or ass in 

slang usage, while the plural noun breasts comes to be replaced by, among others, 

chesticles, boobs, tits, titties or knockers, bosoms in vulgar non-standard usage. In 

the case of the male sex, the plural neutral-sounding noun testicles is substituted by 

vulgar balls or nuts, and the bookish noun penis is replaced by such four-letter 

nouns as bird, junk, cock or dick in English slang.  

In the instruction of the vocabulary organised within the limits of the 

macrofield BODY PARTS ESP teachers are required to be not only cautious 

and accurate, but they should also be aware of the pitfalls that may be 

encountered due to the negatively-loaded lexical items. Rather unsurprisingly, 

 
10 As stressed by the authors, ARMS (Authentic Resource Materials) are essential in ESP 

teaching and their main goal is to introduce real-life didactic activities in order to motivate 

profession-related students to be more autonomous and self-directed in learning processes. 
11 See, among others, Career Paths: Medical, authored by Virginia Evans, Jenny Dooley and 

Trang M.Tran (2012). 
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teaching practice shows that slang and informal words are common knowledge 

to students, as they are of frequent occurrence both in their extra-professional 

conversational routine, but also ï more generally ï in day-to-day social 

encounters, Internet websites, the entertainment and film industries and most of 

what pop culture has to offer. Hence, slang words can hardly be avoided in the 

classroom or treated as ñthe skeleton in the closetò in a hush-hush matter. 

Conversely, we maintain that their non-blatant contrastively couched presence in 

language instruction is required if one wants to get a full grip of BODY PARTS 

as an intrinsically interrelated lexical field. 

 

  
Conclusion 

 

A contrastive approach to technical, general, informal and slang vocabulary 

organized within one thematic field seems crucial from the point of view of EFL 

instruction, as it implies not only coming to terms with a new group of lexical 

items which, taken together, enhance the knowledge of foreign lexicon, but also 

provides the linguistic tool with the aid of which a speaker's attitude to other 

human beings is verbalised. In effect, the choice of words is no longer incidental 

and random because practitioners working in a given field of knowledge are 

ready not only to point to the nuances and shades of meaning, but also, they are 

able to identify typical contexts in which the words are used and the 

sociolinguistic values they carry. In other words, one may say that once we 

become aware of the problems we have discussed here, the pile of faulty and 

incomplete puzzle fragments exemplified by the macrofield BODY PARTS 

becomes a regulated meaningful whole with its constitutive elements of varying 

lexical status and different axiological values. 

It is fairly obvious that it takes much determination and self-development to 

be an effective practitioner in a given field of human knowledge, and ï at the 

same time ï one needs to have curiosity about the world of a certain discipline. 

The major problem we have dealt with here is the question of how studentsô 

academic interests delimit the scope of lexical items introduced in an ESP 

language course. Very frequently, specialist language is thought to be of great 

difficulty as the bookish-sounding technical terms related to the field of 

medicine derive from ancient languages. We have aspired to show that there are 

other factors that affect the linguistic picture of this field of knowledge, too. 

However, it is the task of an open-minded instructor to categorise the relevant 

vocabulary items into the network of lexical fields, and then form synonymous 

subcategories which may provide a sound foundation for introducing the 

vocabulary in contexts with due attention to the variety of individual limitations 

and differently conditioned doôs and donôts. 
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Abstract: Anglo-Indian Literature is not literature produced by or about Anglo-Indians but a distinct 

category of literature in English about India by the British. Many independent and appended 

Glossaries of Indian terms had also been published before George Clifford Whitworthôs An Anglo-

Indian Dictionary (1885) as a prelude to this literature. Later, even Indiansô contributions in English 

were brought under this class. Scrutiny of several English and Indian historiansô take on this 

literature-type reveals that Anglo-Indian Literature has been changing its contours quite frequently. 

What is amazing is that even the names of this literature have been changing with time and the new 

avatars keep on taking place by embracing new genres / literatures / litterateurs. The term Anglo-

Indian is used both as an adjective and a noun. It is heavily loaded as it points towards paternal 

lineage, colour, religion, culture, mind and the location of the author that distinguishes one from other 

British nationals. It was introduced as the official description of the Eurasian communities for the first 

time in 1882. Viceroy Charles Hardinge, in 1911, sanctioned the use of the term Anglo-Indian in the 

official census. An insight into the communityôs history will certainly be helpful in understanding the 

cultural concerns of the community and issues in their literature. Confusion among the editors, 

literary historians and academic scholarship is no less responsible for the changing names and 

adopting the new ones for this hybrid literature. As their concerns are divided between allegiance to 

the emerging nation i.e. India and loyalty to the crown ï the former masters they are not able to make 

up their minds about various published works. With the passage of time, Anglo-Indian Literature has 

disappeared like a meteor and has been transformed into Indian writings in English. 

 

Key words: Anglo-Indian, Indo-Anglian, Indo-English, Literary History, Luso-Indian 

 

 
adharmǕbhibhavǕt kἠiἨhἈa praduἨhyanti kula-striyaỠ 

strǭἨhu duἨhἲǕsu vǕrἨhἈeya jǕyate varἈa-saἆkaraỠ 

saἆkaro narakǕyaiva kula-ghnǕnǕἂ kulasya cha 

patanti pitaro hy eἨhǕἂ lupta-piἈỈodaka-kriyǕỠ 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.6
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doἨhair etaiỠ kula-ghnǕnǕἂ varἈa-saἆkara-kǕrakaiỠ 

utsǕdyante jǕti-dharmǕỠ kula-dharmǕŜh cha ŜhǕŜhvatǕỠ1  
(Bhagvadgita: I: 41-43) 

 

 

Preliminaries 

 

English does not find a place in the Eighth Schedule of the Indian 

Constitution though its use is admissible for various purposes under Articles 210, 

343(2), 345, and 348(3) (iii). As the burden of colonial past is too heavy to be 

overthrown, in at least seven Indian states (Arunachal Pradesh, Karnataka, 

Kerala, Meghalaya, Nagaland, Tripura and West Bengal) and two Union 

territories (Daman and Div and Puducherry) English enjoys the status of official 

language. Studies in English Literature continue to be highly promoted in all the 

universities of the country and graduating in English is considered socially 

prestigious and valuable. Even Gandhi used English and published in it 

prolifically in the heydays of nationalistic fervour. Nehru, himself an exuberant 

user of English, argued for its inclusion in the list of languages to be patronised 

by Sahitya Akademi, the national body for Indian literature. Whether the 

literature written in this language in India is unique and if it deserves special 

treatment in the country is a debatable issue as has been made out also by 

Salman Rushdieôs assertion in The Vintage Book of Indian Writing:  ñthe ironical 

proposition that Indiaôs best writing since independence may have been done in 

the language of the departed imperialists is simply too much for some folks to 

bearò (Rushdie 1997: xiv) though Rushdie goes to correct himself in the very 

next sentence: ñIt ought not to be true, and must not be permitted to be trueò 

(Rushdie 1997: xiv). If the awards given by Sahitya Akademi are any proof, the 

record of English is enviable. Therefore, Salman Rushdieôs observation, ñthe 

prose writing ï both fiction and non-fiction ï created in this period by Indian 

writers working in English, is proving to be a stronger and more important body 

of work than most of what has been produced in the 16 official languages of 

India, the so-called vernacular languages, during the same time; and, indeed, 

this new, and still burgeoning, Indo-Anglian literature represents perhaps the 

most valuable contribution India has yet made to the world of booksò (Rushdie 

1997: x), appears to be quite valid and genuine. However, there are others who 

refuse to accept anything written in this language as authentic Indian as English 

 
1 ñWith the preponderance of vice, O Krishna, the women of the family become immoral; and 

from the immorality of women, O descendant of Vrishni, unwanted progeny are born. An increase 

in unwanted children results in hellish life both for the family and for those who destroy the 

family. Deprived of the sacrificial offerings, the ancestors of such corrupt families also fall.  

Through the evil deeds of those who destroy the family tradition and thus give rise to unwanted 

progeny, a variety of social and family welfare activities are ruinedò (trans. Mukundananda 2014). 
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is not the language most of the writers ñdream inò (Das [1965] 1997: 47). 

However, there is no denying the fact that a vast body of literature in India exists 

in English despite the debate about the genuineness of the literature.  

Opinions differ on the starting point of the hybrid literature, a result of an 

interaction between English and India. Edward Farley Oaten, the earliest 

surveyor/historian of the Anglo-Indian Literature, considers 1783, the year when Sir 

William Jones arrived in India, to be the point of beginning of the Anglo-Indian 

Literature, as a few travelogues and letters written before this date were devoid of 

any literary merit ( [1916] 1953: 16). Tracing the antiquity of Indo-Anglian literature 

in India K. R. S. Iyengar suggests three options: 1818, when Rammohan Royôs tract 

on ñSatiò appeared; 1801, when ñVenkata Boriahôs [sic] dissertation on Jains 

appearedò; and 1780, when Hickeyôs Bengal Gazette was founded (Iyengar [1962] 

2013: 691). M. K. Naik suggests 1809, ñwhen probably the first composition in 

English of some length by an Indian ï namely C. V. Boriahôs [sic] óAccount of the 

Jainsô ï appearedò (1989: Preface). Sisir Kumar Das in his History of Indian 

Literature (Vol. I) also considers Cavelly Venkata Boriahôs [sic] ñAccounts of the 

Jainsò to be the first piece of Indian writing in English (1991: 29). Boriaôs piece is 

not an original essay but a translated text as is also clear from its full title: ñAccount 

of the Jains, collected from a Priest of this sect; at Mudgeri: Translated by Cavelly 

Boria, Brahmen; for Major C. Mackenzieò (Boria 1809: 244-286). B. J. Wadia is 

right when he writes: ñ[é] all that is written by Indians in the English language 

cannot be called óliteratureôò (qtd in Iyengar 1945: ix) and therefore utmost care has 

to be taken in deciding the starting point of this literature. Prabhu S. Guptara in his 

review of the book Indian Literature in English, 1827-1979: A Guide to Information 

Sources provides the following piece of information:  
 

[é] Raja Rammohan Roy began publishing his work [in English] in 1816, and recent 

research has shown that Indians were contributing to English-language periodicals in India 

before the end of the eighteenth century. The first book so far known to have been 

published in English by an Indian was Sake Deen Mahomedôs Travels (1794). Since 

English-language education started in India as early as 1717, it is possible that Indo-

English literature was published even earlier. This needs concerted research which has 

simply not been done so far (Guptara 1986: 312). 

 

Arvind K. Mehrotra endorses the year 1794 as the starting point of this hybrid 

literature in India (2003: 2).  

In his anthology The Vintage Book of Indian Writing, restricted to just fifty 

years (1947-1997), Rushdie has used the following terms to refer to this body of 

literature: Indo-Anglian, Indo-English, Indian writing in English, English-

language Indian writing, English-language Literature, Indian novel in English 

and for the contributors, Indian writers working in English, English-language 

writer of Indian origin and non-English-languge Indian writers (1997: x-xxii). 

M. K. Naik, whose canvas of study is much larger than that of Rushdie, is also 



73 

conscious of the issue of difficulty in choosing the name: ñAnother problem 

which the historian of this literature has to face is that of choosing from among 

the various appellations [...] óIndo-Anglian literatureô, óIndian Writing in 

Englishô, óIndo-English Literatureô and óIndian English Literatureôò (Naik 1989: 

4). In a different vein and tenor Arvind K. Mehrotra (2003: 1) writes: ñIndians 

have been writing verse in English at least since the 1820s and it goes under 

many ludicrous names ï Indo-English, India-English, Indian-English, Indo-

Anglian, and even Anglo-Indian and Indo-Anglican. óKill that nonsense termô, 

Adil Jussawalla said of Indo-Anglian, and ókill it quicklyôò. In another book of 

his Mehrotra has used two terms Indo-Anglian and Indian Literature in English. 

Once upon a time, it was presumed that by making this literature a part of 

Commonwealth Literature, it will be given a new colonial identity and 

consequently the problem of naming it will be over for ever. But almost the 

opposite has happened ï the very idea of a Commonwealth is scoffed at today. 

The following six terms for this body of literature in English (in India) have been 

in vogue since 1784: Anglo-Indian Literature, Indo-Anglian Literature, Indo-

English Literature, Indian writing in English (with small w), Indian Writing in 

English (with capital W), Indian-English Writing and Indian English Literature. 

Because of the constraints of time and space, I wish to ruminate only on the term 

Anglo-Indian Literature in this article. 

 

 

Anglo-Indian: the term 

  

The term Anglo-Indian can be used both as a noun (compound noun, e.g. six-

pack, self-esteem, off-campus, Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-French) and an adjective 

(compound adjective, e.g. a well-known writer, a high-quality patent system, a 

well-developed sense of humour, a twenty-storey building, Anglo-Saxon 

Literature). Therefore, the term Anglo-Indian Literature is a compound 

noun/phrase with the structure of Mod (Adj) + N (e.g. black board, common 

room, free trade, registered post, old boy) or N + N (e.g. autumn leaves, 

alphabet worksheets, christmas activities, farm animals, animal pictures). While 

in the former case it means órelated to/by Anglo-Indiansô in the latter case it may 

mean óliterature produced by or about Anglo-Indiansô. In contrast, in compound 

words like Hindi Literature or Kannada Literature or Sindhi Literature (with 

word structure of N+N, for example, water tank, printer cartridge, birth place, 

college mate, needle work, etc), Hindi or Kannada or Sindhi simply indicates the 

language in which the literature has been produced. The question of being 

motivated by Indian culture is neither asked nor indicated in either case. 

Therefore, it will be in the fitness of things to ponder over the term Anglo-Indian 

to understand the term Anglo-Indian Literature.  
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When contemporary novelists like V. S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie, Hanif 

Kureishi and Gautam Malkani are discussed under the broad rubric of Anglo-

Indian authors (Masters-Stevens 2014) or when one comes across a phrase like 

ñAnglo-Indian author [Amitav] Ghoshò
2
 or ñ[...] Anglo-Indian writer Amitav 

Ghoshò (Collins 2010) it is difficult to decide if a reference is being made to the 

parental lineage of these authors or to the language chosen by them or to their 

subject matter or to their location or to their migrant status or to their ethnic 

identity (like Afro-American or Amerindian, or Amerind). Though Collins 

Cobuild Advanced Illustrated Dictionary and Longman Dictionary of 

Contemporary English define Anglo-Indian in very simple terms: ósomeone 

whose family is partly British and partly Indianô yet the geographical 

denomination in the term has not always been limited to Britain. Oxford 

Dictionary mentions three possible meanings of the term: óOf Indian descent but 

born or living in Britainô; óof mixed British and Indian parentageô; or ó(chiefly 

historical) of British descent or birth but living or having lived long in Indiaô 

(oxforddictionaries.com). A few more dimensions have been added to these in 

The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary on Historical Principles (1993):  

 
Anglo-Indian n. & a.  

A. n. 1. A person of mixed British and Indian descent resident in the Indian sub-continent. 

2. A person of British birth resident, or once long resident, in the Indian subcontinent.  

B. adj. Of pertaining to, or being an Anglo-Indian or Anglo-Indians; of pertaining to or 

characteristic of Indian under British rule, (of a word) adopted into English from an Indian 

language.  

 

The Oxford English Dictionary (2
nd

 ed., Vol. I) gives the following meanings of 

the term Anglo-Indian óA. adj. Of, pertaining to, or characteristic of India under 

British rule, or the English in India. B. sb. a. A person of British birth resident, or 

once resident, in India. b. A Eurasian of Indiaô (OED 1998). Cambridge Dictionary 

describes Anglo-Indian either as óa person with British and Indian parents or 

grandparentsô or as óan English person born or living in India (old-fashioned)ô 

(dictionary.cambridge.org). Muthiah et al. (2017: 1) hold that the term Anglo-Indian 

was used by ñthe British to describe themselves, Anglo-Celtics for the most part, 

who spent most of their lives in India in the civil and military services, and who held 

senior positions in government departments, or spent years in the country as 

merchants and professionals, traders and plantersò up till 1911. It is interesting to 

note that none of the above definitions mentions the British paternal lineage and the 

Indian maternal side as a necessary condition for being pronounced an Anglo-Indian 

 
2 ñIn a complex narrative filled with echoes of Naipaul and especially Conrad (with an 

occasional nod to Peter Matthiessenôs At Play in the Fields of the Lord), Anglo-Indian author 

Ghosh (The Glass Palace, 2001, etc.) interweaves the fates of several natives and visitors to the 

pristine (if not primitive) Sundarban Islands in the Bay of Bengalò (emphasis added, 

kirkusreviews.com/book-reviews/amitav-ghosh/the-hungry-tide/) 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/anglo-indian
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though for Ricketts it was a necessary condition out of three when he characterised 

East Indians (in todayôs context Anglo-Indians) as ñThe descendants of European 

British subjects and European foreigners, by native mothers, legitimate and 

illegitimate, as well as their offspring. [é] [They] have been educated, are entirely 

European in their habits and feelings, dress and language, and everything else [...] 

and they habitually speak English among themselvesò (Report March 28, 1831: 52-

54). The following background information provided by Muthiah et al. (2018: 1) 

makes this issue explicit:  
 

It was in 1911 census that the government of Lord Hardinge officially termed those of mixed 

blood, children born of European fathers and Indian mothers and children born of their 

offspring, as óAnglo-Indiansô. Till then they had been called ï ignoring such derogatory terms as 

óhalf casteô, óhalf-and-halfô and óeight annasô ï Eurasians (a term they thought disparaging, 

though it was well accepted in Singapore, Malaya and Hong Kong), Indo-Britons, and what was 

curiously, for long commonly used, East Indians. 

 

The opposite, i.e. an Indian father and an European/English mother was a rare case 

in India in the days of European colonisation in India because of various reasons 

including several anti-miscegenation laws that had been passed after 1857, though 

by ñthe inter-war years, families with South Asian lascar fathers and English 

mothers had become part of the inter-racial communities in the dock areas of 

Britainò (webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk, movinghere.org.uk). However, the 

presence of such groups is ruled out in India owing to the Indian historical context. 

The Indian Act of 1919 (Schedule II: 1.a.i), 1935 (Schedule I: 26.1) and Indian 

Constitution (366.2) have restricted the term only to the ñEuropean descent in the 

male lineò as there is no mention of the female/matrilineal lineage in them. In 

contrast to the constitutional provisions the community defines itself entirely in 

different terms. For example, in Warren Brownôs Anglo-Indian Race Preservation 

Course the expression Anglo-Indian has been amplified as: ñ[é] the only English 

speaking, Christian community in India, whose Mother tongue is English and who 

have a Western lifestyle in the sub-continent of India. Anglo-Indians originated 

during the colonial period in India. When British soldiers and traders had affairs or 

married Indian women their offspring came to be known as Anglo-Indians or 

Eurasians in historyò (Brown 2010: 7, emphasis added). Warren Brownôs words 

have been used here but others in the community also accept and hold the same 

opinion. The names of individuals like Beatrix DôSouza (2017: ix), I. Allan Sealy 

(2017: 23-27), S. Afsheen (2011: 71), S. Muthiah (Muthiah et al. 2017:5-6), 

Thomaskutty (2012:  Preface), Lionel Caplan (2004: 24-27), Walter Parker, (2015: 

25-39), Glenn DôCruz (2009: 201-219), Robyn Andrews (tandfonline.com), Afrinul 

Khan (2016: 21-38) and different websites (everyculture.com, encyclopedia.com, 

aiadanapur.org, araia.org.au) may be cited as examples to prove my contention. 

Most of the scholars, Anglo-Indians and the Websites maintained by the 

Anglo-Indians hold that the Anglo-Indians were brought into being by the direct 
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policies of the Portuguese, Dutch, and British traders and colonists. Historically 

speaking the Portuguese (ruled India for 450 years from 1505 to 1961), the 

Dutch (ruled India for 220 years from 1605 to 1825), the Danes (ruled India for 

249 years from 1620 to 1869) and the French (ruled India for 286 years from 

1668 to 1954) had arrived and established themselves in India prior to the 

British. It is but natural that the existence of Indo-Portuguese (Luso-Indian), 

Indo-French, Indo-Danish and Indo-Dutch half-castes and their quarter-castes 

also goes back to the pre-British days. Besides, the armies of the colonisers had 

ñup to the late 18
th
 century, thousands of mercenaries from Sweden to Sicily, 

Spain to Russia and even men of European descent from North America and 

Australiaò (Muthiah et al. 2017: 2). Therefore, it may safely be concluded that 

the Anglo-Indian community have descended from mixed blood groups. At this 

juncture, it shall not be out of place to go into the brief socio-cultural and 

anthropological history of the community to understand the etymology of the 

term and concerns expressed in the Anglo-Indian literature. 

 

 

Transformation: from feringees to Anglo-Indians 

 

The European Mixed Community in India has had a long and winding journey 

in traversing the times from being termed as Feringee to Anglo-Indian. Their story 

begins with the discovery of a new sea route, mainly for the trade of spices, 

rounding Africa from Western Europe to India in 1498 by Portuguese Vasco da 

Gama. Gamaôs venture was not purely Portuguese as the Italians and the Germans 

were associated with the trade of the Portuguese as financiers as well as soldiers 

and bombardieros. The latter not only manned Portuguese ships but also appeared 

on the scene as copper dealers because the demand for copper was very high in 

Malabar. With the passage of time, they all settled in Malabar, especially at Cochin 

and had close relationships with each other as Europeans loyal to the Portuguese 

King. The Arab traders on the Malabar Coast called them farangi
3
. In Kerala in 

 
3 Farangi or Feringee or Firingi  or firnghee is an Arabic corruption of frank. This name was once 

applied to the crusaders and was an honoured name but now it is used in derision. Yule et al. ([1886] 

1903: 352-353) describe Firinghee in the following terms: ñs. Pers. Farangi, Firingi; Ar. Al-Farangj, 

Ifranji, Firanji, i.e. Frank. This term for a European is very old in Asia, but when now employed by 

natives in India is either applied (especially in the South) specifically to the Indian-born Portuguese, 

or, when used more generally, for óEuropean,ô implies something of hostility or disparagement. [é] 

In South India the Tamil Pôarangi, the Singhalese Parangi, mean only óPortugueseô, or by 

Mahommedans, any Europeanò. The Chamberôs Twentieth Century Dictionary defines the word 

Feringhi/Feringhee/Faringee as óa Hindu name for a Europeanô (Geddie 1971: 392). Websterôs 

Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language defines óFeringiô as an Indian term for 

ñ1 a European or a person of European descent 2 a Portuguese born in Indiaò (1989: 524). Online 

dictionaries define the word: ñFeringee FerôinËgee n. 1. The name given to Europeans by the Hindosò 

(thefreedictionary.com/Feringee) and ñferingee Noun (plural Feringees) (dated, used by Hindus) A 
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daily parlance the Portuguese and their descendants are called Parangi which is a 

corrupt form of farangi. Because of the long and risky journey (of nearly eight 

months by sea) few women from Europe were able to reach India during the initial 

years of the Portuguese settlement in India. The Portuguese settlers took to the 

local women. Thus, the first progenies of the mixed-marriages of the Portuguese 

men and the Indian women, Luso-Indians, were there in Kerala. The word Luso in 

Luso-Indian derives from Lusit©nia
4
, the former name of Portugal. Later along 

with the growth of the Portuguese empire they also spread to other parts of India 

like Calcutta, Surat, Daman, Diu, Goa, Bombay and Madras.  

After seizing Goa from the Sultan of Bijapur in 1510, Afonso de Albuquerque, 

the Governor of the Portuguese State of India, in order to stabilize his empire 

started encouraging his bachelor soldiers (soldados) to become married settlers 

(casados) by taking Indian mistresses. Unlike later European colonisers he neither 

had any notion of racial purity nor a horror of mixed marriages. Under his policy 

Politica dos Casamentos, Albuquerque also encouraged marriages between 

Portuguese men ñoriginally from lowest classes in Portugal including some 

convicted criminalsò (Rocha 2010: 38) and native women as the number of 

Portuguese females who came with Portuguese officials (renois), those who were 

born to Portuguese parents in India (castias), others who came on ships 

(aventureiras) and women of mixed blood (both mestios and mulatas) in 16th 

century was very limited. Stephens writes: ñOfficers indeed might expect to return 

to the fatherland, but the Europeans of inferior ranks were too valuable to be 

allowed to escape. In all it is narrated that about 450 Portuguese were married to 

native women before [Albuquerque] left Goa for Malaccaò (Stephens 1897: 153).  

The primary motive of such arrangements was to divert Hindu/Muslim 

property to Portuguese and to create a new community that would identify itself 

with Portuguese power but would be happy to be in this region; this would also 

create a white identity which in turn would perpetuate the Portuguese rule in the 

region. The policy also saved the drain of gentlemen from his small country as 

the men involved were mainly rank and file (like soldiers, workmen in the 

arsenals and dockyards, masons, carpenters, rope makers and other artisans) and 

the exiled convicts (like gypsies, prostitutes, vagabonds and beggars called 

degredos) on account of the law of the Sesmarias and ñBeggarsô Lawò in 

Portugal
5
. It is said that Albuquerque gave dowry (18000 reis, clothes, rice, a 

 
European. Origin From Hindi, from Persian Рϼдͯ ͻ (Farangi, óFrank, French, Europeanô) 

(compound of Рϼдͯ  (Farang) and ̮ͻ (-i)), from French Francò (yourdictionary.com). 
4 Lusit©nia was an ancient Iberian Roman province including approximately all of modern 

Portugal south of the Douro river and part of modern Spain. The Luso-Indians were later called 

Eurasians. As they slowly started mixing with other Europeans or their progenies and later came to 

be called Anglo-Indians with the introduction of the Constitution of India in 1950. 
5 A. J. R. Russell-Wood writes on the issue of ñBeggarsô Lawò in Portugal: ñFrom an early 

date, overseas territories had been regarded as suitable repositories for undesirables of metropolitan 
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house, slave women, cattle and a piece of land) to each of such couples. Such 

men who took native wives were known as casados; they had special privileges 

as Albuquerque treated these women as his own daughters and men his sons-in-

law. They were given pay and groceries (soldo e mantimento), separate quarters 

(bairros) in urban areas and locally important positions such as tanadar and 

tabelio. Despite this many soldiers preferred to have only casual relationship 

with native women who came from various social groups viz. those associated 

with soldiers and administrators from the preceding Adil Shahi administrators, 

fair Mooresses and slaves, Mestios and temple dancers.  

As Albuquerque was very conscious of the skin-colour he advised his men to 

marry fair Hindu and Muslim women and encouraged them to avoid dark 

complexioned Malabaris (Bethencourt 2013: 210, Pearson 1987: 101). M. N. 

Pearson writes further: ñThe great Jesuit missionary, St Francis Xavier, while 

urging the casados to marry their local concubines, drew the firmest of colour 

lines. óWhen the concubine was dark in colour and ugly featured, he employed all 

his eloquence to separate his host from her. He was even ready, if necessary, to 

find him a more suitable mateôò (Pearson 1987: 101). But in practice his 

instructions were ignored after his short spell in power in the Portuguese India. As 

a result, their children could not be distinguished on the basis of colour as they 

were as black as the natives. Describing the children of the Portuguese Linschoten 

writes: ñthe posteritie of the Poringales, both men and women being in the third 

degree, doe seeme to be naturall Indians, both in colour and fashionò (qtd in 

Pearson 1987: 101). In a similar vein Hamilton in his Description of Hindostan 

writes: ñIn the southern quarter (of Backergunje) there still exist several original 

Portuguese colonies [...]. They are a meagre, puny, imbecile race, blacker than the 

natives, who hold them in utmost contempt, and designate them by the appellation 

of Caula Ferenghies, or black Europeansò (qtd in Yule et al. [1886] 1903: 354). 

Though the women taken as wives invariably were converted to Christianity yet 

there was some opposition to such marriages from certain quarters in the Church and 

the Government. However, the state reiterated its stand and policy in the form of 

alvara issued in 1684. The estimated number of casados in Portuguese Asia was 

6000 in 1600. Many noblemen (fidalgos) who migrated to India had left their wives 

and children back home and had either kept native women as mistresses or had 

developed lasting relationships with temple dancers (devadasi/baidadeiras). ñIn the 

16th century, Chinese, Korean and Japanese slaves were also brought to Portugal 

and the Portuguese settlements, including Goaò (lydiafellowshipinternational.org). A 

large number of them were brought for sexual purposes, as noted by the Church in 

 
Portugal: convicts, New Christians, gypsies, and even lepers. Reference has been made to the use 

of Lanados in West and East Africa, but they were to be found as far away as Fukien coast of 

China. Exile (degr°do) from Portugal could be to the Atlantic Islands, [é] or even Portuguese 

India. There was ranking of places of exile from the acceptable to least desirable: [é] Brazil, 

Maranh«o, and India, held little hope of return to Portugalò (Russell-Wood [1992] 1998: 106). 
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1555 (Leupp 2003: 51-54). King Sebasti«o of Portugal feared that ñit was having 

a negative effect on Catholic proselytisation since the trade in Japanese slaves was 

growing to massive proportions. At his command it was banned in 1571ò 

(lydiafellowshipinternational.org). In order to prevent men from indulging in lustful 

and sinful lives, to bring down the number of mixed marriages in India, to transfer 

their surplus population in Portugal to other places and to increase Portuguese 

presence in the colonies they shifted Portuguese girl orphans (črf«s dôEl-Rei or 

óOrphans of the Kingô) at the expense of the crown to Portuguese colonies in India 

(particularly Goa) ñto marry either Portuguese settlers or natives with high statusò 

(worldheritageofportugueseorigin.com). Not only did several batches of such girls 

arrive between 1545 and 1595 in Goa but also ñthe system apparently continued to 

function intermittently until the (early) eighteenth centuryò (Coates 1995: 43). Those 

who married such girls were given various incentives ranging from captaincy of 

forts to trading agencies along with dowry. Despite this all the girl orphans could not 

find ñsuitable husbandsò as most of them ñlacked good looksò besides being ñold 

and sicklyò (Gracias 1996: 39). The Inquisition came into existence to punish 

Hindus and Muslims around the same time. In 1620, an order was passed to prohibit 

the Hindus from performing their marriage rituals. ñA document available at Torre 

do Tombo states that in the middle of the seventeenth century the Municipal Council 

of Goa (Senado) requested the Portuguese king to decree that óno Brahmin or 

Chardo who is rich or has property might marry his daughter to any one except to a 

Portuguese born in Portugal and such people must leave their property to their 

daughtersôò (Gracias 1996: 41). The mixed-race children bore no stigma of 

inferiority to the Portuguese.  

However, with the arrival of the Dutch, the French and the English in the trade 

scenario around 1600 the Portuguese traders had to face a tough competition. 

Finally, the Dutch with the help of the Zamorin of Calicut were able to defeat the 

Portuguese at Cochin and thus the rule of the Portuguese in Cochin came to an end 

on 7 January 1663. With the defeat of the Portuguese, the Luso-Indians had to flee 

to the interior villages in different parts of Kerala to protect themselves from the 

Dutch. The Dutch, called Lantha or Lanthakkar in Kerala, were Protestants; they 

destroyed and burnt the Catholic churches and the libraries attached to them 

having thousands of books and manuscripts, along with Portuguese 

establishments, the houses of the Portuguese and the Luso-Indians. All the priests 

and friars were expelled. The enmity, vengeance and religious fanaticism of the 

Dutch could be seen in the narrations of Ferroli about the incident:  
 

[é] the Blessed Sacrament was removed from the churches; they were robbed of all 

ornaments. On the square in front of each they lit a big fire, and burnt the ornaments 

therein-statues, crucifixes, holy pictures, missals and everything pertaining to the sacred 

worship. The sight of it caused the poor, miserable people to moan and cry. The next day 

the keys of the city were delivered. Rickloff took possession of it. [é] He gave leave to the 
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soldiers to plunder the city for three days. It is not possible to imagine the cruelty of the 

soldiers, the ways some women were treated [...] (qtd in Dias 2009: 130-131).  

 

A similar description of the atrocities committed by the Dutch during their 

invasion of the Portuguese Cochin has been made by the Archbishop Joseph 

Sebastiani: ñThose who, a short time before, owned fine houses and plenty of 

money, served by numerous slaves, living in ease and luxury, had become 

destitute, naked, with not even a hut where to take shelter [é] Honourable men 

were allowed to take away what they had on their backs, and perhaps a small 

bundle of clothes (qtd in Dias 2009: 138). The Portuguese settlers had to leave 

Cochin either to Goa or any other Portuguese settlement after the capture of 

Cochin as per the agreement. The three terms of surrender in 1663, among others, 

stipulated: ñAll true born unmarried Portuguese shall be conveyed to Europe. All 

married Portuguese and Mestices (assimilated half-castes) shall proceed to Goa 

and may take their bed and bedding and such other articles as the General and his 

Council may permit. All free Topasses (semi-assimilated half-castes) and Canarins 

shall remain at the disposal of the Generalò (qtd in Koshy 1989: 304). As a result 

of all this Cochin was rendered a town of ñempty houses and deserted streetsò 

(Koshy 1989: 304). Realising the difficulties in carrying out the day to day 

administration without the Luso-Indians the Dutch changed their policy to some 

extent and recalled the former back to their enclave. Many of them returned and 

started acting as translators, interpreters and as Lascorins in the Dutch Armada. 

During the reign of the Dutch at Cochin and other parts of Kerala, there were 

marriages between the Dutch soldiers, traders and craftsmen and the Luso-Indian 

women. In these days the Luso-Indians were named Topasse, as they used to 

manage the canons. The Dutch policy in India was to encourage its lower cadres to 

marry Euro-Asians rather than native women. Their offsprings, Dutch-Portuguese-

Indians in blood, came to be known as Ollandaise/Wallendaise.   

With the incorporation of the English East India Company on 31 December 

1600, the British also started their commercial activities in an organised manner in 

the Indian sub-continent during the second half of the seventeenth century. The 

British encounter with the Dutch ultimately resulted in the ouster of the Dutch from 

the Indian coasts. The French East India Company (Compagnie franaise pour le 

commerce des Indes orientales) was chartered by King Louis XIV in 1664 as a 

commercial enterprise, by fusing the three earlier companies, the Compagnie de 

Chine, the Compagnie dôOrient and Compagnie de Madagascar to compete with the 

English and Dutch East India companies. The decisive war fought between Robert 

Clive, a British general and the French governor Dupleix (who had married Jean 

Albert, a Euro-Indian from San Thom®, Madras) in 1751 over Arcot fort confined 

the latter only to a limited space. When the British defeated the Dutch at Cochin on 

19 October 1795, special protections for the Luso-Indians and other ethnic groups 

were provided in Article 13 of the Dutch deed of Surrender: ñAll Topazes (half-
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castes) and Inland Christians, as also the Banians, Silversmiths, who are subjects and 

vassals of the Dutch company, will retain their property and also privileges and 

protections which they always had enjoyed, of the said companyò (Panikkar 1931: 

181). Again, as few English women came to India, the young Englishmen had Luso-

Indian women, Dutch-Portuguese-Indian women and native women to have 

companionship or marital relations as per the convenience. All the above mentioned 

Europeans had marital relations with each other and as the first settlers, the 

descendants of the Portuguese, the Luso-Indians. There is a sprinkling of the Dutch, 

the French and the English descendants also among them. One may find a few 

descendants of Germans, Swiss and Italians as well if one goes by the study of the 

surnames among the Anglo-Indians of Kerala today. A presumption that all Luso-

Indian women were taken by the Dutch or by the French or even by the British will 

be stretching the imagination too far and misconstruing the whole history as there 

were some Luso-Indians who preferred to remain as such. 

As the number of British men coming into the country steadily increased they 

were encouraged in 1684 to marry in India vide the directive of the Company to 

its Council: ñThe soldiersô wives shall come to their husbands, if they can find 

the means to satisfy or pay the owners for the passages, and for such soldiers as 

are single men, prudently induce them to marry óGentoosô in imitation of ye 

Dutch politicks, and raise from them a stock of Protestant Mestizeesò (qtd in 

Valiyaparambath 2005: 125-26). Consequently, the British, like their European 

counterparts, married Indian women. The Company encouraged such marriages. 

On 8 April 1687 the Directors of the East India Company addressed the 

Companyôs president in Madras thus:  
 

The marriage of our soldiers to the native women of Fort St. George [é] is a matter of 

such consequence to posterity that we shall be content to encourage it with some expense, 

and have been thinking for the future to appoint a [pagoda] to be paid to the Mother of any 

child, that shall hereafter be born of any such future marriages [é]ò  (qtd in Ghosh 1970: 

76, aiaiadelhi.org, Sen 2017: 9).  

 

The offer of the Directors was accepted and put into effect so that the British in 

this way became officially responsible for the birth of the Anglo-Indian 

Community (Thomaskutty 2012). By 1750s they outnumbered the British in 

India (Jupp 2001: 434). There is another group of Anglo-Indians which is ñthe 

result of the opening of the indigo, tea, jute, and rubber plantations in jungle 

areas far from urban settlements and where, in the early years, the British 

planterôs only female company was a woman estate worker or her daughters. 

Tales of droit de seigneur were legionò (Muthiah et al. 2017: 29). However, as 

the number of Anglo-Indians increased, the practice of Englishman marrying an 

Indian girl fell into disrespect. The newly arrived Briton could always wed a girl 

of mixed parentage from Anglo-Indian community. The mixed marriages occupy 

a central position in Anglo-Indian fiction and Bhupal Singh has devoted one 
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chapter to study this theme in his A Survey of Anglo-Indian Fiction ([1934] 

1975: 165-194). In the initial years The East India Company utilized the services 

of the off-springs of the mixed marriages and did not discriminate against them 

at social, economic or racial levels. As the perception of the community changed 

the Company soon changed its policy
6
.  

Several Indian Census reports confirm that many Eurasians/Anglo-Indians 

returned themselves (or were returned by others) as Europeans (Anderson 2011: 

21). The Regulating Act of 1773 tried to fix the status of the people in India by 

using terms like the óBritish Subjectsô or the ónativesô. It affected the mixed 

community of óIndo-Britishô most as their fluid identity was frozen by declaring 

them as natives. The Anglo-Indians presumed that they had been raised to live in 

Britain unlike the Luso-Indians who were raised to live in India. Valerie E.R. 

Anderson has drawn a list of thirteen laws between and 1773 and 1813 that were 

enacted to the detriment of Eurasian community (Anderson 2011: 36). By the 

directive of 14
th
 March, 1786 all the wards in the upper orphanage school at 

Calcutta, established under the auspices of the East India Company for the orphans 

of British Military officers were stopped from going to England to complete their 

education; thus they were no longer qualified for the covenanted posts or become 

officers in British regiments in India. At Cornwallisô recommendation in 1789, 

Eurasians could no longer serve in regular army either as an officer or as a soldier. 

By yet another order in April 1791 a bar on covenanted Company service for 

native Indians and Eurasians was put. In 1793 Lord Cliveôs fund for EIC military 

and families specifically excluded Eurasians and natives from claiming benefits 

and was payable in Britain only; it discouraged intermarriage. In 1795 Cornwallis 

recommended that no Eurasians be recruited as combatants in EIC Armies except 

as sepoys or musicians. Thus left in lurch because of the loss of employment 

opportunities in EIC, some members of the community looked for greener pastures 

in princely states like Oudh, Hyderabad, Mysore, Punjab and the like. Many 

historians and the websites of the community hold that the uprising of the half-

castes in San Domingo and Haiti had alarmed the British, after which a 

discrimination against the community started. (madrasmusings.com, Muthiah et al. 

2017: 25) This is just a half truth as most of the discriminatory practices against 

 
6 Five factors are generally held for this: 1. Social opinion about the Anglo-Indians was changing 

as is clear from the common saying amongst the British circles: ñThe Eurasians shared the vices of 

both racesò (Sen 2017: 9); 2. The native British in the Company felt threatened by ñthe ónumerical 

superiorityô of the Eurasiansò (Sen 2017: 9); 3. The shareholders started looking at the Companyôs 

service as an attractive career for their sons and other near relatives as they realized that all those who 

returned to England after serving the Company were rich; 4. The upper echelons in the Company 

started looking down upon those Britons who married the natives as poor in morals as they could not 

control their physical demand to remain celibates; 5. The Mutiny in the English force under Clive in 

Bengal in 1766 and the imprisonment of Lord Pigott, Governor of Madras by the revolting army in 

1776 (Carey 2001: 129) had scared the British ï a panic in India and England was caused by thinking 

the possibilities of a rebellion in India led by the numerous Anglo-Indians 

http://madrasmusings.com/Vol%2020%20No%2012/the-anglo-indians-of-madras.html
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the Anglo-Indians had been started much before the uprising in Haiti during 1791-

1804. The British did not like the increase in the number of half-castes and saw 

them as evil; they grew suspicious of them, especially after the half-castesô revolt 

in Spanish America and St. Domingo. The following description of the people of 

the mixed descent in Bengal by an important English voyager George, Viscount 

Valentia throws light on the relationship between the newly formed community 

and those who fathered it:  
 

The most rapidly accumulating evil of Bengal is the increase of half-cast children. They are 

forming the first step to colonization, by creating a link of Union between the English and the 

natives. In every country where this intermediate cast has been permitted to rise, it has ultimately 

tended to the ruin of that country. Spanish America and St. Domingo are examples of this fact. 

Their increase in India is beyond calculation; and though possibly there may be nothing to fear 

from the sloth of the Hindoos, and the rapidly declining consequence of the Mussulmauns, yet it 

may be justly apprehended that this tribe may hereafter become too powerful for control. [é] 

With numbers in their favour, with a close relationship to the natives, and without an equal 

proportion of that pusillanimity and indolence which is natural to them, what may not in time be 

dreaded from them? (Valentia 1811: 197-198, emphasis added). 

 

Viscount Valentia wanted the British to learn appropriate lessons from 

happenings in other parts of the world. He, therefore, suggests a strategy with a 

twin purpose in mind to nip the very possibility of a revolt by the Anglo-Indians, 

in the bud and to improve the morals of the Anglo-Indians:  
 

I have no hesitation in saying that the evil ought to be stopt; and I know no other way of 

effecting this object, than by obliging every father of half-cast children, to send them to 

Europe, prohibiting their return in any capacity whatsoever. The expense that would thus 

attend upon children, would certainly operate as a check to the extension of zenanas, 

which are now but too common among the Europeans; and this would be a benefit to the 

country, no less in a moral, than in a political view (Valentia 1811: 198, emphasis added). 
 

The community started organising itself against the sustained efforts to 

marginalize them. A suitable document was drawn by John William Ricketts, 

ñthe elected agent of the communityò, who arrived with it in London on the 27 

December 1829 to present it to the Parliament. On 4 May 1830, it was placed 

before the House of Commons and Ricketts stated the disabilities under which 

the Community had been placed. ñHe said: ñIf the real interest of India were 

sought, then these could not be better effected than through those who have been 

born, educated, and are destined to spend their lives in India, namely the Anglo-

Indiansò (aiaiadelhi.org). This petition to the Parliament resulted in the insertion 

of a clause in the Charter Act of 1833, proclaiming that all persons, without 

reference to birth or colour, were eligible for the civil and military services of the 

Government (aiaiadelhi.org, Muthiah et al. 2017: 27).  

During his cross-examination on June 21, 1830 at the Select Committee on the 

Affairs of the East India Company on the ñEast Indiansô Petition to Parliamentò 

http://aiaiadelhi.org/about-us
http://aiaiadelhi.org/about-us
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submitted by ñcertain Christian inhabitants of Calcutta and the provinces in the 

Presidency of Fort Williamò Ricketts, claimed that this hybrid community had 

ñbeen known by various names, such as Eurasians, Anglo-Indians, Indo-Britons, 

Half-castes, &c; but they have latterly selected the name of East Indians for 

themselvesò (Report March 28, 1831: 52). As against his definition of an Anglo-

Indian mentioned in the Report of Proceedings (Report March 28, 1831: 52-54) 

many Anglo-Indian authors and websites maintained by the Anglo-Indians make 

the following unsubstantiated claim: ñIn 1830 British Parliament described the 

Anglo-Indian as those who have been English educated, are entirely European in 

their habits and feelings, dress and languageò (emphasis added, Beverley Pearson 

2005, aiadanapur.org, araia.org.au, Afsheen 2011: 71, Smith 2015). While most of 

the Anglo-Indians trace their ancestry to British, Irish, Scottish descent, the Goans 

and Mangaloreans tend to trace it to Portugal. The fracas in both these 

communities often comes to the fore not only regarding their ancestry but also 

over the use of language and their religious denominations. These groups have 

their own claims for using the language of their forefathers i.e. English and 

Portuguese. Dias throws more light on their fears: ñEven their ecclesiastical 

leadership, who were mostly Portuguese, Spaniards or Italians did not prepare to 

accept English as medium of instruction as they thought that it was the language of 

the Protestant British. They feared that their Catholic folk may be inclined to 

Protestantism through the English languageò (Dias 2009: 174). The condition of 

the community has very well been summed up by Stark, who writes:  
 

In general terms it may be said that the Anglo-Indians of the period lying between 

1600 and 1775 have merged either into the British or Indian peoples. Those of the 

years following 1775 are divided perhaps equally into three sections ð (1) those 

who have merged or are merging into the British nation; (2) those who have merged 

or are merging into the Indian nations; (3) and those who exist as the Anglo-Indian 

race of to-day. As a larger and larger number of Anglo-Indians settle down in 

Britain, or are being welded with the Indian populace through the economic 

pressure of these days, the expectation is that, in course of time, the true Anglo-

Indian population of India will be exceedingly small. Already there are more Anglo-

Indians in England than there are in some Indian Provinces (1926: 36-37). 

 

When the British rule in India was nearing its end Frank Anthony, an Anglo-

Indian, represented the community in the Constituent Assembly as its member. 

There was no representation of the Luso-Indians as Goa (which had the largest 

concentration of the Luso-Indians) was still under Portuguese rule and in Kerala 

they were an insignificant minority. Frank pushed the name óAnglo-Indianô for the 

community as against the broad term óEurasianô being advocated by the Luso-

Indians. The term óAnglo-Indianô was accepted by the Constituent Assembly with 

a broad definition of Eurasian: ña person whose father or any of whose other male 

progenitors in the male line is or was of European descent but who is domiciled 
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within the territory of India and is or was born within such territory of parents 

habitually resident therein and not established there for temporary purposes onlyò 

(Article 366(2)). It was in the fitness of things as the interests of a large number of 

Eurasians were to be protected by the founding fathers. The Constitution also 

grants some special political privileges to the members of the community under 

Articles 331 and 333 and some employment and educational privileges under 

article 336 and 337 respectively. However, English-speaking European 

descendants on the basis of their language often contest the homogenization of the 

community in the Constitution; they hold a false argument that óonly English-

speaking are the Anglo-Indiansô. For example, Sudarshana Sen makes an incorrect 

claim that the article 366(2) of the Constitution defines Anglo-Indian as a person 

ñwhose mother-tongue in Englishò (Sen 2017: 6). Using English language as an 

alibi Frank Anthony had earlier raised an objection in the Parliament for the 

inclusion of Luso-Indians or Feringees of Kerala amongst the Anglo-Indians. ñBut 

his arguments were overruled by the then Home Minister of India, Pandit Govind 

Ballabh Pant and the Parliament on 24th March 1960. Pant made it clear that óthere 

is no condition [...] that an Anglo-Indian who cannot speak English cannot be 

considered as an Anglo-Indianôò (Dias 2009: 173). 

As the Constitution does not discriminate between an Anglo-Indian and a 

Eurasian, any gora (to use an Indian expression for a European descendant) falls 

under this category. Others sometime known as European (non-Asiatic domicile 

i.e. Europeans born and bred; donôt live permanently in India), Domiciled 

European (i.e. of uncontested European ancestry; not settled in India), Anglo-

Indian (i.e. Mixed-race ancestry; living in European lifestyle; not settled in 

India), Anglo-Asian, Asiatic Briton, Country Born, Domiciled European, 

Domiciled Indian, East Indian, Eurasian, Eurindian, Euro-Asian, Euro-Britain 

and Euro-Indian also are largely excluded in it. Sen points out the following 

three categories that are excluded in the definition: ña) Children of Anglo-Indian 

women who were married outside the community, b) Children of Anglo-Indian 

parents who emigrated permanently from India, and c) Children born to parents 

where the only mother or anyone from the motherôs line is or was a Europeanò 

(6). However, some of the Indian Christians also pose as Anglo-Indians for 

political and social advantages and it is resented by the community (Millicent 

Bystandard, reddit.com, anglo-indians.com).  

 

 

Anglo-Indians and English 

 

The Anglo-Indians insist on maintaining a distinct identity on the basis of their 

language and British legacy in matters of dress, diet, literature, music, religion, 

culture and marriage, as is evident from the following remark of Blair R. Williams 

who himself is an Anglo-Indian:  

http://www.reddit.com/
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The Anglo-Indians did not accept their Indian heritage, tending to look down on Indians of 

other communities. Their middleman role in government merely consolidated this attitude. 

[...] And so the Community lived for over two hundred years of British rule, not being 

accepted by either the British or the Indian communities. Many sociologists classified them as 

ómarginalô to the British and Indian culturesò (Williams 2002: ix).  

 

The urban dwelling of the Anglo-Indians is one of the causes of their failing to mix-

up with the rest of Indians. During the freedom struggle, they were by and large 

distrusted and treated as anti-nationals because of their West-oriented culture, their 

aloofness from the mainstream Indians and their siding with the British. Perhaps 

they could foresee that competition, and not ascription, will be the linchpin of the 

new nation (independent India) and they, without any British crutches, would 

encounter insurmountable difficulties. Therefore, after independence, a large number 

of them chose to relocate themselves in the white-skinned and Protestant-Christian 

dominated western countries (like Britain, Canada and the United States) and eastern 

countries (like Australia and New Zealand) though at times they were treated as half-

castes and not as equals there. Many Anglo-Indians continue to migrate from the 

land of their birth even today despite generous guarantees given to them by the 

Constitution and the government of India.  

English and not ñIndian cultureò continues to be their guiding force as against 

the spirit of Sahitya Akademi (ñdifferent languages but one literatureò) and the 

Constitution. Frank Anthony, the president of the All India Anglo-Indian 

Association, the major political arm of the Community and an eight-time 

nominated MP (between 1952 and 1996) in his Presidential Address of the 

Association (1966) exhorted the community saying:  
 

Remember this, without our schools and without our language English, we cannot be an 

Anglo-Indian Community. We may be like the Feringis of Kerala who claim to be 

originally of Portuguese descent but who have merged into the lowest stratum of the Indian 

Christian community, with their mother-tongue as Malayalam. Without our language, 

without our schools, we cannot be an Anglo-Indian Community. We may be anything else. 

And that is why we have mounted increasing vigil in respect of our schools and our 

language (qtd in Thomaskutty 2012). 

  

However, there are hardly any authors left from this group in India writing in 

French, Portuguese and German. There are some in India who continue to write 

in English but, with the exception of a few (like Ruskin Bond), they have largely 

gone unnoticed.
7
  

 
7 One may like to consult the following books for details: I. H-Shihanôs Anglo-Indian Fiction: 

A Brief Outline (Kolkata: I. H-Shihan, 2016, Print), Voices on the Verandah: An Anthology of 

Anglo-Indian Prose and Poetry (Margaret Deefholts and Sylvia W. Staub (Eds.), New Jersey: C T 

R Inc Publishing, 2004, Print), More Voices on the Verandah ï An Anglo-Indian Anthology (Lionel 

Lumb (Ed.), New Jersey: C T R Inc Publishing, 2012, Print), Women of Anglo-India: Tales and 

Memoirs (Margaret Deefholts and Susan Deefholts (Eds.), New Jersey: C T R Inc Publishing, 
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Anglo-Indian Literature: Evolution and Evaluation 

 

Having discussed the term Anglo-Indian as a noun, now let me rivet my 

attention to its use as an adjective in the phrase Anglo-Indian Literature. The 

term Anglo-Indian has been used as a prefix/qualifier/adjective by Edward 

Farley Oaten (1908), Alfred Comyn Lyall (1915) and Bhupal Singh (1934) in 

their histories and surveys. Though a new route from Europe to India had been 

discovered in 1498 by the Portuguese, the words of Indian origin started entering 

into English ñsince the end of the reign of Elizabeth and the beginning of the 

King Jamesò (Yule et al. [1886] 1903: xv). The British contact with India 

formally began in a big way when the East India Company was chartered. Yet, it 

can be safely assumed that the term Anglo-Indian
8
 was not popular in Britain till 

1785 as it does not find mention in the sixth edition of Dr Johnsonôs Dictionary 

(1785). The great public interest created by various European travellersô 

accounts and the trial of Warren Hastings between 1788 and 1795 led to the 

publication of various independent glossaries of Indian terms. Many Glossaries
9
 

of such terms were also appended to different official Reports prepared by the 

Portuguese and the British officers for their superiors in India and back home. An 

Anglo-Indian Dictionary, the first full-fledged dictionary, was prepared by 

George Clifford Whitworth in 1885 a bit apologetically. The author writes: ñIn 

calling this work An Anglo-Indian Dictionary, some apology is needed, first for 

 
2012, Print) The Way We Were ï Anglo-Indian Chronicles, Margaret Deefholts and Glenn 

Deefholts (Eds.), New Jersey: CTR Inc Publishing, 2004, Print). 
8 Bridget White claims that Warren Hastings was the first to use the term Anglo-Indian in the 18th 

century to describe both the British who lived in India and their Indian-born children (58). It is 

claimed by Dias and others that the term Anglo-Indian was for the first time introduced as the official 

description of the Eurasian communities at the formation of the European and Anglo-Indian Defence 

Association in 1882 (Dias 2009: 133, Jeswin in kerala-angloindians.blogspot). ñIn 1911 Viceroy 

Hardinge had sanctioned the use of the term Anglo-Indians for their community for the census, a term 

from then on signifying European in the male line but of European and Indian descent. The Montagu-

Chemsford Report of 1918 classified the community as Anglo-Indiansò (Jupp 2001: 434). Muthiah et 

al. (2017: 30)also maintain that ñThe Census of 1911 finally cleared the air, defining the óAnglo-

Indianô as a permanent resident of India of paternal European lineage. With that pronouncement, 

distinct community was officially born, its uncertain status of earlier years a thing of the pastò. India 

Act of 1919 defines the term as follows: ñI. In this Schedule (a) óan anglo-Indianô means any person 

being British subject and resident in British India, (i) of European descent in the male line who is not 

a European, or (ii) of mixed Asiatic and non-Asiatic descent, whose father, grandfather or more 

remote ancestor in the male line was born in the Continent of Europe, Canada, Newfoundland, 

Australia, Now Zealand, the Union of South Africa or the united States of America, and who is not a 

European;ò (The Government of India Act 1919, Schedule II). Its use has been restricted in the India 

Act of 1935: ñ26.-(1) In the foregoing provisions of this Schedule the following expressions have the 

meanings hereby assigned to them, that is to say: [é] óan Anglo-Indianô means a person whose father 

or any of whose other male progenitors in the male line is or was of European descent but who is a 

native of India;ò (The Government of India Act 1935, Schedule I). 
9 A list of twenty-three such Glossaries is available in Yule et al. ([1886] 1903). 
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the name itself, and secondly, for giving it to this particular collection of words.ò 

(Whitworth 1885: vii) Explaining the term Anglo-Indian, Whitworth writes:  

 
The term óAnglo-Indianô would properly designate something which, originally Indian, has 

been especially modified by something English; but popularly it is applied to English 

persons residing in India and to things pertaining to them. And while the stricter meaning 

does not wholly disqualify it, this inaccurate but common use of the term makes it specially 

appropriate as the name of a book which is not the work of an Oriental scholar, but only a 

compilation made for the popular use by an Anglo-Indian official (1885: vii).  
 

Whitworthôs dictionary is perhaps the first dictionary where the word Anglo-

Indian occurs. However, Arthur Coke Burnell, a young Indian Civil Servant at 

Madras, is said to have used the term in 1872 when he met Yule, his future 

collaborator in Hobson-Jobson (Yule et al. [1886] 1903: vii). The publication of 

Whitworthôs dictionary also indicates that the number of Indian words and 

phrases in nativised forms and manner in the active vocabulary of British in 

India was so large that an explanatory dictionary had become imperative to 

understand their language/discourse. It also became an impending need of the 

newly arrived Europeans in India and those who were listening/reading about it 

back home. This also justifies the publication of Yule and Burnellôs Hobson-

Jobson ([1886] 1903) on the close heels of Whitworthôs dictionary. 

Edward Farley Oatenôs magnum opus Sketch of Anglo-Indian Literature (1908) 

was actually the Le Bas Essay prize winning essay of Cambridge University in 1907 

(undertaken as a Golden Jubilee tribute to Indiaôs annexation to the British crown in 

1857) which aimed at not only appreciating ñthe chief Productions of Anglo-Indian 

Literature in the Domain of Fiction, Poetry, the [sic] Drama, Satire, and Belles-

Letters, during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, with an Estimate of the 

Chief Writers in those Spheresò, but also considered ñAnglo-Indian Features of the 

Literaturesò (Oaten 1908: xi). Oaten correctly describes his work as pioneering as 

ñ[h]istories of modern English literature [were] singularly destitute of any allusion to 

Anglo-Indian productionsò (Oaten 1908: xi). While expressing his gratefulness to 

ñThe Calcutta Review, whose literary criticism has, ever since the magazine was 

founded in 1845, maintained a high degree of refinement and insightò, Oaten, also 

points out that ñ[Review] has done Anglo-Indian literature an immense service by 

continually pointing out to Anglo-Indian writers the true aim which Anglo-Indian 

literature must always set before itselfò (Oaten 1908: xii, emphasis added). Oaten 

enumerates five characteristics of this literature: i) the ever-present sense of exile; ii) 

an unflagging interest in Asiatic religious speculation; iii) the humorous sides of 

Anglo-Indian official life; iv) description of Indian native life and scenery; v) 

ruminations about the ever-varying phases, comic, tragic, or colourless of Anglo-

Indian social life (Oaten 1908: 194-195). 

Perhaps the organisers of the essay competition at Cambridge had in their mind 

the location of the authors also when they used term Spheres in the title. Therefore, 



89 

an interaction between the (British) authors and their (Indian) location became an 

essential characteristic feature of Anglo-Indian literature. Oaten writes:  
 

In India for the first time since the era of Asiatic Hellenism, the spirit of Western Literature 

came into vital contact with the imaginativeness, dreaminess, and mysticism of the Oriental 

temperament. There was no real union between them; and yet it was impossible that each should 

remain unaffected by the other. Such a meeting, though it was long sterile of result, could not 

remain so permanently. New conditions produced new emotions, and new emotions always call 

for new literary interpretation. And so there grew up in British India a literature, English in form 

and language, which is unique among the literatures of the world (Oaten 1908: 4).  

 

He further clarifies, ñAnglo-Indian literature, however, is not the literature of a 

young nation, but an offshoot from the literature of an older nation, transplanted to 

a foreign soilò (Oaten 1908: 18). As Oaten has these characteristics in his mind he 

is very cautious while classifying some authors: ñBishop Heber, whose reputation 

as a poet is mainly English, scarcely deserves a place among Anglo-Indian poets, 

though probably to the ordinary individual, in an enumeration of Anglo-Indian 

poets, few names occur to the mind before hisò (Oaten 1908: 45). The only Anglo-

Indian included in Oatenôs book on the basis of parentage is Henry Derozio, who 

had some Indian blood in him as his father was a Luso-Indian and the mother 

English (Asiapac Editorial and Krall 2003: 104). What is interesting is that Oaten 

does not discuss Indians (like H. Bijoy Chand Dutt, G. C. Dutt, H. C. Dutt, 

Shoshee Chunder Dutt, Toru Dutt, A. M. Risi Kunte, B. M. Malabari, P. C. Mittra, 

and Byaskh Lall Monukur, Michael M. Datta and P. V. Ramaswami Raju), though 

he mentions and includes them in his list of ñAnglo-Indiansô Worksò (poets and 

dramatists) available in India House library. His exclusion of these authors on the 

basis of parentage (as none of them had English blood in them though some of 

them had converted to Christianity and had relocated themselves out of India, in 

the Christian lands) proves that for him Anglo-Indian Literature consisted of 

literature produced by either the English or the Anglo-Indians. 

In his Studies in Literature and History Sir Alfred Comyn Lyall devotes a 

chapter of about thirty-four pages (1915: 121-154) to study mainly eight Anglo-

Indian novels. None of the authors taken up for study by Lyall had Indian blood, 

and these authors had described their impressions in the new found world, i.e. 

India, as civil or military servants mainly for the readers sitting far away in their 

homelands, i.e. the British Isles. Lyall writes: ñNo situation more unfavourable to 

the development of imaginative literature could be found than that of a few 

thousand Europeans isolated, far from home, among millions of Asiatics entirely 

different from them in race, manners, and languageò (Lyall 1915: 121). 

Geographical distance, unnecessary details about the new landôs culture and 

traditions are some of the factors that Lyall discusses as the possible causes of the 

poor quality of the Anglo-Indian fiction before jumping to discuss the 

novels/romances. Lyallôs argument is a bit abstruse as literature in English in 
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Australia, North and South America, Canada and New Zealand etc. too was 

produced first by those who had left British isles for distant places. Interestingly 

enough, James H. Cousinsô Modern English Poetry: Its Characteristics and 

Tendencies (1921) does not mention any Anglo-Indian, though it has full chapters 

on ñThe New English Poetryò and ñIndo-Anglian Poetsò. It is apparent that for 

Cousins, the main point of distinction between Anglo-Indian and Indo-Anglian 

writer was the parentage of the author. Maybe like Oaten he also considers the 

quality of Anglo-Indianôs poetry too poor to be included, but on this ground, Indo-

Anglian literature too can be rejected. However, Cousinsô attempt is revolutionary 

for he is seeking to make Indo-Anglian literature a part of British Literature. 

Oatenôs contribution to Cambridge History of English Literature (vol. 14) 

under the heading of Anglo-Indian Literature begins with a footnote: ñThe sense in 

which this term (now largely used in a different sense) is employed in the present 

section is defined in the textò (Oaten [1916] 1953: 331). The very necessity of a 

footnote to explain the meaning of the term Anglo-Indian Literature indicates that 

in between his last publication (1908) and this one (1916) a considerable change 

had come in its usage. Oaten writes that logically speaking Anglo-Indian Literature 

should be called ñEnglish literature of British Indiaò on the analogy of the 

literature of the great British self-governing dominions ([1916] 1953: 331), but 

ñthe degree to which the ever changing English community that guards and 

administers India differs from the settled inhabitants of Canada or Australia is, at 

the same time, an explanation of the main peculiarities of that literature and also, 

the measure of the difficulty which confronts any attempt to define itò ([1916] 

1953: 331). According to Oaten, Anglo-Indian Literature is a creation of those 

Englishmen who wrote about their first-hand encounter with India while on 

furlough or after retirement and those who were ñEnglishmen in mindò, ñEnglish 

in thought and aspirationò and who ñnever lost bias towards that of Englandò and 

who printed/published in England owing partly to lack of facilities in India (Oaten 

[1916] 1953: 331). ñ[An] Anglo-Indian writer must, as a rule, make his appeal 

mainly to the public in England and only secondarily to the English community in 

India. [...] Anglo-Indian literature is based in origin, spirit and influences upon two 

separate countries at one and the same timeò (Oaten [1916] 1953: 331-332). 

Keeping in mind the ñpotential of [its] development in the futureò (Oaten [1916] 

1953: 332), Oaten included amongst Anglo-Indian litterateurs the authors from 

ñdomiciled community of European or mixed originò ([1916] 1953: 332) and 

educated Indians (of pure blood). The literature of the latter had ñattracted little 

notice in comparison with the writings of the English immigrant populationò 

(Oaten [1916] 1953: 332). Thus Oaten broadens the spectrum of Anglo-Indian 

literature by including in it the writings of non-Anglo-Indians as well.  

Though Oaten rates those Indians ñwho attempted imaginative literature in 

Englishò very poorly and says ñvery few succeeded in writing anything of 

permanent interestò ([1916] 1953: 341-342), yet in contrast to his past practice 
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he devotes about two pages of the book to them. He refers to the contribution of 

Bankim Chandra Chatterji and Romesh Chunder Dutt, who developed their 

talent in Bengali under the influence of English and the social activists like Ram 

Mohan Roy, Keshab Chandra Sen, Kashinath Trimback Telang, Bahramji 

Malabari and ñhundreds of other Indiansò who used English ñfor their own 

purposes almost as if it had been their mother tongueò (Oaten [1916] 1953:341-

342). He debunks creative authors like Michael Madhu Sadan [sic] Dutt, 

Malabari, Govind Chandra Dutt and ñhundred othersò (Oaten [1916] 1953: 341). 

He has some praise only for Toru Dutt:  
 

Her English poetry displayed real creative and imaginative power and almost technical 

skill. [...] In her English translations and in her Ancient Ballads and Legends of Hindustan 

she so nearly achieved a striking success as to make one regret that our language is 

essentially unsuited to the riot of imagery and ornament which form part of the natural 

texture of the oriental mind (Oaten [1916] 1953: 342).  

 

Oaten very frankly opines that ñthe bulk of Anglo-Indian literature [...] written 

by Englishmen in mind and thought [is] odd, except in the rarest and most 

exceptional cases, anything of lasting value to the roll of English literatureò 

(Oaten [1916] 1953: 336). He concludes with finality, ñ[...] Anglo-Indian 

literature will continue to be mainly what it has been, with few exceptions, in the 

past ï literature written by Englishmen and Englishwomen who have devoted 

their lives to the service of Indiaò (Oaten [1916] 1953: 342). 

Robert Sencourtôs India in English Literature seeks ñto discuss the value of 

India to our literary genius, and to review the form in which course of history 

India has been conceived by the English mindò (1923: 257). It is a very 

comprehensive survey of literature available in Europe about India. Moving on 

from the European writers to the British authors writing on India Sencourt 

observes: ñThe record of Anglo-Indian Literature is but a chart of the materials 

of the history of British Indiaò (1923: 284). Sencourt has used the term Anglo-

Indian several times in his voluminous book and at least two subsections in it 

have this term in their title. Under the heading The Development of Anglo-Indian 

Literature (Sencourt 1923: 198-218) the author has limited himself to only 

British citizensô contribution from the times of the East India Company, as the 

English language had not yet gained the roots as it was quite early for 

Macaulayôs policy to bear fruits. Under the heading Anglo-Indian Literature ï 

Profane (Sencourt 1923: 367- 411) British authorsô writings who were posted in 

India have also been discussed. There are some passing references made to some 

Indians as well. For example, he refers to ñSarojine Nayaduôs [sic] cunningness 

in her poetryò (Sencourt 1923: 11), Tagore and Gandhi (Sencourt 1923: 455). 

Indians like Keshub [sic] Chandra Sen and Ram Mohun [sic] Roy who came 

under Christian influence have been discussed as social reformers in some detail. 

Though Derozioôs work was ñlittle knownò (Sencourt 1923: 385) and he was 
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considered to be a minor poet by the librarian of Bodleian Library, he has been 

discussed considerably (Sencourt 1923: 385-390) on the basis of Oatenôs 

introduction and him being ñunlike most Portuguese Eurasians, a protestantò 

(385). Sencourt claims, ñDerozio is the sole example, of a poet of Anglo-India 

surrendering his genius to India with the passionate loyalty of her own childrenò 

(390). When Sencourt writes ñAnglo-Indians in those days had even more their 

own ways than they have now, and they were far more ostentatiousò (Sencourt 

1923: 191), he has the likes of Clive in his mind. Thus, it is very clear that 

Sencourt uses the term Anglo-Indian for those Britons who were writing about 

India in English and for the readers in England. He mentions only four Indians, 

three of whom were either Christians or under Christian influence, while the 

fourth, the only Hindu, Sarojini Naidu, is mentioned contemptuously. In this 

light religion appears to be another dimension in the definition of Anglo-Indian.  

George Sampson in The Concise Cambridge History of English Literature 

(1941: 909) says:  
 

Unlike the literature of the self-governing Dominions, Anglo-Indian literature is in the 

main produced by a small body of Englishmen who, during the working part of their lives, 

are residents in a remote and exotic country to which they can never, in any real sense, 

belong. Thus Anglo-Indian literature is usually English literature with Indian local colour, 

and it is written for the whole English public, not merely for the English in India. A further 

distinction must be made. English not only became the language of law and government 

throughout India, it became the language of higher education for the Indians themselves. 

Thus English is a medium of literary expression of the educated Indian, and Anglo-Indian 

literature must therefore include literary works written in English by native Indians.  

 

Sampson adds to Oatenôs list Sarojini Naidu, Manmohan Ghosh, Aravindo [sic] 

Ghosh and Rabindranath Tagore and ï like him ï debunks them. Amongst the 

short-story writers one finds mention of Cornelia Sorabji and among the 

critics/surveyors Bhupal Singh, the first Indian in the genre. 

 

 

Anglo-Indian Literature: the Indian take 

 

Now let me turn to the Indian take on the issue. Two books published before 

Indian independence viz. Bhupal Singhôs A Survey of Anglo-Indian Fiction 

(1934) and Iyengarôs Indo-Anglian Literature (1943) merit attention. Bhupal 

Singh in his Survey mentions three layers of meaning of the phrase Anglo-Indian 

Fiction: ñBroadly speaking it includes any novel dealing with India which is 

written in English. Strictly speaking, it means fiction mainly describing the life 

of Englishmen in India. In still a narrower sense it may be taken to mean novels 

dealing with the life of Eurasians, who now prefer to be called Anglo-Indiansò 

(Singh 1934: 1). However, he broadens the canvas of Anglo-Indian fiction in his 

Survey as he ñdoes not exclude Indian novels written by men of nationalities 
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other than English. [The survey] also includes novels describing the life of 

Eurasians and of Indiansò (Singh 1934: 1). He considers this literature to be a 

sub-branch of English Literature as is clear from the following observation: 

ñArtistically Anglo-Indian fiction is a record of the ephemeral. Excepting 

Kipling, there are not more than a dozen novels which may find a place in the 

history of English literature. [é] [Most of the novels] suffer from a propagandist 

tendencyò (Singh 1934: 4). He divides the period of about a century and a half of 

Anglo-Indian fiction into three periods. ñThe first period begins with the 

Governor-Generalship of Warren Hastings and ends with the Indian Mutiny; the 

second period ends with the death of Queen Victoria and the publication of Kim 

in 1901; the third period begins with the partition of Bengal in 1905 and may be 

said still in progressò (Singh 1934: 1). Bhupal Singh makes an interesting 

observation when he says that an Anglo-Indian was being caricatured and being 

typified as an unworthy nabob in the first phase:  

 
The earliest Anglo-Indians are known as ónabobsô in English literature. But the nabob of 

the English comedies is frankly a caricature of an Old Indian, if not a mythical monster. He 

is generally described as a parchment-faced, diseased-livered, wealthy, vulgar, and 

effeminate being whose only function (according to English comedians) was to make the 

audience laugh and to make a profligate nephew or an impecunious niece happy at the end 

of the fifth act or the third volume. But he cannot be taken as an average Englishman in 

India of the eighteenth century. He represents the wealth, extravagance, luxury, and 

vulgarity of a very few Anglo-Indians, but not their good points (Singh 1934: 4). 

 

Bhupal Singh holds that a false picture of the Anglo-Indians was being 

presented, as there were poor Anglo-Indians as well. He thus adds economic 

dimension to the issue while characterising the Anglo-Indian: 

 
He does not represent those Anglo-Indians who could not return to England because they 

were not rich; he does not represent the life of loneliness and suffering, or the struggles and 

the trails of the earlier English adventurers in India who were never heard of in England. In 

view of the fact that only those Englishmen who had amassed much wealth could afford to 

return to England, it is not surprising that the English got the idea that all early Anglo-

Indians were ónabobsô and that India was an El Dorado (Singh 1934: 4-5). 

 

While discussing the importance of Anglo-Indian fiction Bhupal Singh writes:  
 

Anglo-Indian writers of fiction enable Indians to see themselves as óothersô, or their rulers 

see them. Incidentally, they also enable us to see our masters as they see themselves ï not 

as demi-gods, as we had imagined them to be, but as human beings. [é] Anglo-Indian 

fiction is a criticism of the life of Englishmen and Englishwomen in India, and of Indians 

(Singh 1934: vii).  

 

Singh expands the meaning of Anglo-Indian by including translations such as 

those of Romesh Chandra Duttôs novel The Slave Girl of Agra (tr. from Bengali 

by Madhbi Kankan, 1930) and Karl Adolf Gjellerupôs The Pilgrim Kamanita: A 
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Legendry Romance (tr. by J E Logie, 1911). Bhupal Singh has further expanded 

the meaning of the term Anglo-Indian by appending ñA Note on Some Indian 

Writers of English Fictionò to his book. It includes brief introductions to the 

books such as, Panchapakesa Ayyarôs Baladitya (1930), Ganpatôs Mirror of 

Dreams (1928) and Speakers in Silence (1930), S. K. Ghoshôs Prince of Destiny 

(1909), P. A. Madhaviahôs Thillai Govindan (1916), H. S. Gourôs His Only Love 

(1930), Muhammad Habibôs The Desecrated Bones (1926), Sardar Joginder 

Singhôs two novels Nur Jahan (1909) and Nasrin (1915), Bal Krishnaôs The 

Love of Kusuma (1911), T. Ramakrishnaôs Padmini (1903) and The Dive for 

Death (1911), S. M. Mitraôs Planters in India, Hindupore (1909), Shankar 

Ramôs Children of Kaveri (1927), Subramanyam A.ôs Indira Devi (1930), 

Venkatramani K. S.ôs Murgan, the Tiller (1927) and Ms Sorabjiôs Love and Life 

Behind Purdah (1901) besides many others. However, in the concluding 

paragraph of the Appendix Bhupal Singh dismisses the Indian authors on the 

grounds of poor language, poor craft, poor characterization and their leanings 

towards didacticism and allegory and declares ñtheir contribution to Anglo-

Indian fiction [é] of little importanceò (Singh 1934: 310). 

The Indian PEN at the behest of Sophia Wadia started documenting the 

histories of Indian literatures in the form of monographs and booklets. The onus 

of writing on English writings in India fell on K. R. S. Iyengar, who produced 

his magnum opus Indo-Anglian Literature (1943). The Introduction to the book 

was written by C. R. Reddy who, toeing the British line of thinking, states: ñWe 

have two types of literature motivated by Indian culture: (i) the Indo-Anglian 

[é] [and] (ii) the Anglo-Indian, by which is meant literature bearing on Indian 

topics or inspired by Indian motifs and spirit, and written by Englishmen or other 

Westernersò (Iyengar 1943: iv). In his above mentioned book Iyengar, therefore, 

does not discuss any Anglo-Indian writer. He adheres to this very line in his next 

book as well, which he wrote to justify his thesis that ñIndo-Anglian literature, is 

both an Indian literature and a variation of English Literatureò (Iyengar ([1962] 

2013: 6). Similarly, by writing his second book, The Indian Contribution to 

English Literature (1945), he wishes to underline Indian contribution to English 

literature, a fact being missed by literary historians in Britain and elsewhere. 

Thus, Iyengar was trying to homogenise English Literature by including all those 

who were writing in English. In the Preface to The Indian Contribution to 

English Literature he writes: ñBut I thought it desirable to distinguish between 

Englishmen who write on Indian themes and Indians who use English as the 

medium of artistic expression; and I saw no harm in applying the already current 

terms óAnglo-Indianô and óIndo-Anglianô to these categories of writersò (Iyengar 

1943: i-ii, emphasis added). Though Iyengar has enlisted and classified Indiansô 

works in English meticulously and has glorified them to the extent possible yet 

none of these authors including critics mentioned by him have been accepted in 

English Literature as none of them finds a mention in the English/British 
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canonical literary histories. I wish he had titled his book as Indian Contribution 

to Literature in English. Iyengar has not changed his stance even in his third 

book, Indian Writing in English (I ed 1962), though he has reached correct 

appellation in it. He has included Nirad C. Chaudhuri (who settled in the UK 

after independence as a British citizen) in this book. The fourth edition of the 

book (rpt. 2013), which has a long ñPostscriptò (by his equally competent 

daughter Prema Nandkumar) that includes books published up to late seventies, 

though Rushdie finds a brief mention in it. As the issue has become even more 

complex after the emergence of Post-Rushdie Indian diasporic writings, 

Nandkumarôs take on the issue is much awaited. Amongst the Indian scholars, 

M. N. Pandia perhaps is the first and the only one who has not made any 

distinction between Indo-Anglian and Anglo-Indian fiction as he has included 

writers from both these groups in his The Indo-Anglian Novels as a Social 

Document (1960). In her PhD thesis entitled Indian Writers of Fiction in English 

Roshan Nadirsha Minocherhomji has further expanded the meaning of the term 

by including the English translations of R. C. Duttôs and S. K. Ghoshalôs novels 

in Bengali as well (Raizada 1978: ii). In his survey Harish Raizada has followed 

the line of argument advanced by Reddy and Iyengar. He writes: ñFor a 

considerably long time even Indian writings of Indians were included within the 

purview of Anglo-Indian literatureò (i), but he has dealt with ñonly the Indo-

Anglian fictionò in his book (iii).  

While C. R. Reddy categorises the result of interaction between India and 

Britain into two groups, Gokak (1964) typecasts them into five. He classifies the 

Britonsô writings about India into three categories: 

 

1) Books written by English men of letters on India or on Indian themes 

such as Southeyôs The Curse of Kehama, Collinsôs The Moonstone, 

Kiplingôs The Jungle Book, Macaulayôs and Churchillôs works on Indian 

affairs. Gokak opines that such ñwritings are part of the mainstream of 

English literature and they have to be evaluated as such, though they 

may have a special interest for the Indian readerò (Gokak 1964: 160). 

2) Translations of the Indian classics by the Englishmen like Jonesô 

Shakuntala, Ryderôs Dashkumaracharitam, Yeats and Swamiôs Yoga-

Sutras and the like form the second category (Gokak 1964: 160). 

3) Books on Indian themes by those Englishmen (such as Meadows Taylor, 

Edwin Arnold and F W Bain) who lived in India and who made India 

their primary inspiration make the third category. It is the work of this 

category which is called Anglo-Indian literature by Gokak. The works in 

this category are important for the ñinteresting, though sometimes 

distorted, light on the social scene in India in the 18
th
 and early 19

th
 

century [é]. It deserves to be studied as an appendix to our own 

literature of that periodò (Gokak 1964: 161). 
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Gokak also makes a distinction between Anglo-Indian and Indo-Anglian on the 

basis of the ñpoint of viewò of the author, though he believes that the term 

ñóIndo-Anglianô has been coined as a kind of cousin to óAnglo-Indianôò (1964: 

160). He writes:  
 

Indo-Anglian journalism is an óAnglo-Indianô enterprise which was gradually óindo-

anglianisedô. Indeed, both the Anglo-Indian and óIndo-Anglianô categories continued to exist 

side by side for a long time, the one representing the imperial and the other the national point of 

view. The demarcation in substance has disappeared with Independence and such distinctions as 

prevail now represent the ideologies that are active in the country (Gokak 1964: 167).  

 

What Gokak writes in the context of journalism (one genre of literature) may 

very well serve as a criterion in other genres of literature (including fiction) as 

well. He coins a new term Indo-English for the growing volume of ñthe 

translations into English of the books published in one of the classical or modern 

Indian languagesò (Gokak 1964: 160). Such translations were earlier considered 

to be a part of Anglo-Indian or Indo-Anglian literatures.  

 In his A History of Indian English Literature M. K. Naik has also echoed the 

views of Reddy, Iyengar, Gokak and Raizada. He writes: ñóIndo-Anglian 

Literatureô [was] [é] once even regarded unjustly as part of óAnglo-Indian 

Literatureô [é]ò (Naik 1989: Preface). He admits that ñ[é] the failure to make 

clear-cut distinctions has often led to a confusion between categories such as 

óAnglo-Indian literatureô, literature in the Indian languages translated into English 

and original composition in English by Indiansò (Naik 1989: 2). He has introduced 

the parameter of Indian sensibility to include an author into the category of Indo-

Anglian li terature. He justifies his introduction of a new parameter on the basis of 

the writings of two authors viz. Annada K. Coomaraswamy and Ruth Prawer 

Jhabwala. If this highly contested parameter is accepted, many contemporary 

Indian authors (in fact in abundance) who have been charged with writing about 

India and Indian themes for the foreign audience from the latterôs perspective and 

many of those labelled as ñIndia-baitersò will not find a place in Indian literary 

histories. At the same time, they will not be accepted in British literary histories on 

account of their location. However, in the sequel volume, Indian English 

Literature: 1980-2000: A Critical Survey, Naik and his co-author Narayan have 

taken a more liberal view of Indian. Several of those who have surrendered Indian 

citizenship or those who never held it have been discussed under various headings. 

To accommodate such authors a complete section on ñDiasporic Writingò (Naik 

and Narayan 2007: 106-113) has been added. Not only Nirad Chaudhuri, V. S. 

Naipaul and Salman Rushdie but also Vikram Seth, Uma Parmeswaran, Sujata 

Bhatt, Suniti Namjoshi, Ahmad Ali, Shauna Baldwin, Kirin Narayan, Kiran Desai, 

Tabish Khair and others find a place in it. Similarly, Anglo-Indians like I. 

Allan Sealy, Ruskin Bond, Randhir Khare and others also find a place. In this book 

the authors Naik and Narayan seem to have forgotten the parameter of Indian 
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sensibility as well since they take books like The Golden Gate, In An Antique 

Land, The Conversations of Cow and many others which are set outside India and 

have no element of Indian sensibility in their purview in detail. In absence of clear 

parameters and an objective approach to include either an author or a book Naik 

and Narayanôs book becomes subjective and lopsided as some authors have been 

included while certain others left out. 

In his Rise of the Indian Novel in English (1987) K. S. Ramamurti has 

discussed the novels published from the earliest times up to 1920. He has used five 

criteria for inclusion and evaluation of an author or awork in his history of which 

three viz. parentage, location, sensibility are related to the author and two viz. 

subject matter and literariness are related to the book. While Ramamurti has used 

the term ñIndian novel in Englishò, K. R. S. Iyengar in his foreword to the book 

has stuck to ñIndo-Anglianò fiction. By using the term ñEnglish writers of Indian 

Fictionò (Ramamurti 1987: 50) for ñAnglo-Indian Fictionò Ramamurti has tried to 

do away with the ethnic bias in the latter term besides restricting the meaning of 

the term Anglo-Indian. He has expanded the meaning of the term Indo-Anglian:  
 

The term óAnglo-Indianô has been retained to describe [the] writing by Englishmen in which 

the subject is India or material borrowed from Indian life [é] while English translations of 

[the] works in various Indian languages are often described as óIndo-Englishô. Some writers 

like Alphonso-Karkala prefer the term óIndo-Englishô to óIndo-Anglianô even while referring 

to the English writings of Indians. But there is another class of writing in which the writers 

are Indian and the subject is Indo-British relationship or what may be called the colonial 

encounter. No particular name has been given to this class of writing, but they should be 

considered as part of Indo-Anglian writing (Ramamurti 1987: 196).  

 

At another place he writes: 
 

The term Anglo-Indian fiction has been used [é] to refer to [the] novels on India written 

by native British writers. The term Anglo-Indian was rejected by Dr K. R. Srinivasa 

Iyengar as one having too ethnic a connotation in Indian life, [é] Prof. Bhupal Singh [é] 

uses it to refer to the writings on India by native British writers. Prof. V. K. Gokak prefers 

the term Indo-English to Anglo-Indian while Prof Alphonso Karkala uses the term Indo-

English in the place of Indo-Anglian (Ramamurti 1987: 56). 

 

 Ramamurti has somehow failed to notice that Gokak coined the term Indo-

English for the translations from Indian languages into English. Ramamurti has 

not been able to stick to the five criteria mentioned above in the book under 

discussion (which is the revised version of his thesis submitted to Madurai 

University in 1974 but published in 1987), as is clear from his inclusion of 

authors like G. V. Desani and Salman Rushdie in it; he has also discussed these 

authors as if they were Indian passport holders. Ramamurti rightly identifies two 

visible tendencies in this hybrid literature ï the one to be a part of English 

literature and the other to be a part of Indian literature. 
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Since Arvind Krishan Mehrotra, the latest historian of Indian writings in 

English, treats 1794, the year Dean Mahomedôs The Travels of Dean Mahomet 

appeared, as the starting point of this literature, he begins his history with Raja 

Ram Mohan Roy and includes only those Indians who are connected with the 

geographical boundaries of the country in some way or the other viz. by way of 

holding an Indian passport or paying taxes to Indian government or social or 

historical family connection with India. Even those who deal with Indian subject 

matter but have some Indian connection (like Aubrey Menen, Ananda 

Coomarswami
10

, Verrier Elwin, Rudyard Kipling, G. V. Desani, Nirad C. 

Chaudhuri, Jim Corbett, Allan Sealy, Rushdie and other authors of the Indian 

Diaspora but not Forster) find a place in Mehrotraôs History for he considers this 

literature to be ña literature whose development has been piecemeal and ragged, 

or like fresh start each timeò (Mehrotra 2003: xx) and its history as ñscattered, 

discontinuous, and transitionalò (Mehrotra 2003: 26). He, therefore, does not use 

the term Anglo-Indian in his history in any of the above cited contexts and 

meanings but uses Indian Literature in English broadly.  

The above discussion makes it clear that (i) Anglo-Indian Literature is not a 

literature produced by or about Anglo-Indians unlike the case with Canadian 

Literature or American Literature etc. and (ii) in its continuous evolution Anglo-

Indian Literature kept on embracing new genres, literatures and litterateurs and 

provided succour to them in the process. The term Anglo-Indian is heavily loaded 

as it points towards i) paternal lineage, ii) colour, iii) religion, iv) culture, v) mind 

and vi) the location of the author that distinguishes one from other British 

nationals. All these are being used as tropes to highlight oneôs ancestry and 

provide a distinct regional identity. It may also be noted that the novelists and 

poets that have been discussed in the books cited above were British citizens by 

virtue of their being part of the British Empire but not every British citizen was of 

British descent; for an Indian the question of national identity and passport were 

immaterial before 1947, the year India got independence. The above discussion 

also hints that there is a strong under-current of social elitism operating in literary 

studies. All those associated with the power of any sort very easily gain limelight 

in the form of finding a mention in surveys and histories (to be specific for the 

limited purpose of this article) but those divested of power have to struggle to 

secure their position. The confusion of the editors, literary historians and academic 

scholarship was rooted in the historical reality. They were not able to make up 

their minds in the earlier days about various published works; their concern was 

divided between allegiance to the emerging nation, i.e. India, and loyalty to the 

crown, the former masters. Moreover, the factors like the market needs and the 

stature of a particular author (the backing of awards, reputed western publication 

houses and the reviewers) perhaps forced the historians/surveyors to change their 

 
10 not discussed in detail as the essay ñfailed to reachò. 
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stand in the later years. Thus, it may be safely concluded that the literature 

produced in England or British India has to be judged on its merit and intrinsic 

quality and not on the basis of extraneous considerations like nationality or the 

location of the authors. But what is interesting is that most of the authors that have 

been discussed by the literary historians of the genre do not find a place in the 

histories of English literature (published after 1947) and the Oxford Companion to 

English Literature. The questions that one needs to ask are: 1) Are Anglo-Indian 

authors poor in art? 2) Are Anglo-Indian authors poor in content/themes? 3) Are 

Anglo-Indian authors being discriminated against and ignored because of their 

parentage? 4) Are Anglo-Indian authors being discriminated against and ignored 

because of their location in India? Answers to these questions are beyond the 

scope of this paper hence are being left to the imagination of the readers of this 

paper and research in future.  
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Abstract: Following Shelley Saguaroôs belief that the incorporation of a garden in a text is 

reflective of ideological aesthetic premises, this paper intends to study the representation of 

gardens in two speculative fiction novels by the prominent Canadian writer, Margaret Atwood: The 

Handmaidôs Tale (1985) and The Year of the Flood (2009). In her books Atwood presents the 

readers with an apocalyptic vision of an environmental crisis resulting from profit maximisation in 

capitalist societies. The patriarchal domination over nature in the novels is intrinsically connected 

to the domination over women. The female protagonistsô bodies are represented in terms of 

marketable value, as every part of their body can be described as a resource for extraction. 

Referring to ecofeminist critics including Carolyn Merchant and Karen J. Warren, as well as the 

works of ecocritical scholars such as Lawrence Buell, the paper examines the way Atwoodôs 

literary gardens reflect on the complex issues of environmentalism, religion, technology and 

gender politics. Special attention is paid to flower imagery as well as to the animals living in 

Atwoodôs literary gardens and their connection to the female protagonists. Since the paper 

discusses novels that were published over 20 years apart, it reveals the way Atwoodôs perspective 

on the above-mentioned issues has evolved over time. 

 

Key words: garden, environmental crisis, Margaret Atwood, ecofeminism, technology 

 

 

Introduction 

 

ñWhy must people insist that the garden is a place of rest and repose, a place 

to forget the cares of the world, a place in which to distance yourself from the 

painful responsibility with being a human being?ò Writer-gardener Jamaica 

Kincaid (2001:41) poses the above-mentioned question in her article ñSowers 

and Reapersò. Kincaid, along with other writers, such as Martin Hoyles and Paul 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.7
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Gough, refers to a garden as a place that actually addresses and confronts the 

cares of the world. In his book Nowtopia, Chris Carlsson (2008:82) asserts that 

ñin a shared garden [especially], time opens up for conversation, debate and a 

wider view than that provided by the univocal, self-referential spectacle 

promoted by the mass mediaò. Subsequently, the garden can be described as a 

local patch touching all kinds of global concerns, such as climate change, food 

policy and genetic modification. Shelley Saguaro employs Kincaidôs argument 

that the incorporation of gardens is reflective of other ideological aesthetic 

premises in her analysis of the depiction of gardens in selected literary texts in 

her 2006 book Garden Plots: The Politics and Poetics of Gardens. The author 

adds that the treatment of gardens, gardening and plants in the texts chosen has a 

deliberate purpose within the text (Saguaro 2006:11).  

Following Jamaica Kincaidôs and Shelley Saguaroôs beliefs that gardens and 

gardening are infused with miscellaneous ideological and aesthetic significances, 

this paper intends to examine the representation of gardens in Margaret 

Atwoodôs selected speculative novels, The Handmaidôs Tale (1985) and The 

Year of the Flood (2009). The article focuses on the literary garden as a space of 

various symbolic meanings and the way it is planted. The paper examines the 

potential way the gardens may illuminate complex issues of environmentalism, 

religion, technology and gender politics. Since the connection between women 

and the garden is discussed as well, the analysis draws from the theories of 

ecofeminist critics including Carolyn Merchant and Karen Warren as well as the 

works of ecocritical scholars such as Lawrence Buell. Donna Harawayôs 

landmark essay ñA Cyborg Manifestoò is addressed while discussing the impact 

of technology on the human and non-human worlds.  

In The Tent (2006), the title story to her collection, Atwood elaborates on the 

role of a contemporary writer, which involves recognising and representing the 

suffering of others so as to help the readers see the importance of issues ranging 

from environmental degradation to gender relations (Atwood 2006:143). As 

Theodore Sheckels (2012:7) points out, her views and concerns over the future of 

humanity are especially apparent in her speculative fiction, which the novelist 

describes as ñan extrapolation of life... a slight twist on the society we have nowò, 

distinguishing it from science fiction, which the Canadian author associates with 

ñMartians and space travel to other planets, and things like thatò (Atwood 2003).  

Atwood sets the speculative novels The Handmaidôs Tale and The Year of the 

Flood in the United States so as to depict the destructive impact of Western 

culture on human and non-human nature. In the above-mentioned books the 

writer presents the readers with an apocalyptic vision of an ecological crisis. The 

capitalist economic system premised on competition and economic growth has 

contributed to the pollution and degradation of non-human nature. The characters 

in the novels intend to restore non-human nature by the act of gardening. 

Consequently, nature can be described as socially constructed in the novels 
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discussed. As Salman Rushdie (2015:101) mentions in one of his novels, the 

gardener ñadds his own small sense of beauty to the natural beauty of the earth,ò 

therefore, the garden can be considered to be a liminal space, since it constitutes 

a hybrid between nature and civilization or civilized nature. 

 

 

Flower gardens in The Handmaidôs Tale (1985) 

 

In The Handmaidôs Tale ecological catastrophe leads to a revolution launched 

by an extremist Christian movement and the rise of the Republic of Gilead, 

which replaces the United States of America. The new dictatorship suspends the 

United States Constitution and limits human rights. Women are denied 

education, jobs and the right to hold property. Technology is represented as a 

means of depriving women of freedom. That is, women are denied access to their 

bank accounts with the use of computerised banking system. Moreover, it is 

explained in the epilogue that the ecological contamination affects peopleôs 

fertility, consequently, the birth rate declines. Since the regime intends to solve 

the problem of the decreased birth rate, they force fertile women into 

childbearing. The fertile females are indoctrinated in the Re-Education Centre in 

order to become handmaids, whose task is to bear children for the elites. If a 

handmaid fails to get pregnant, she is sent to a radioactive territory, known as the 

Colonies, where infertile women (Unwomen), abortionists and non-Christians 

are doomed to die. The novel is narrated by Offred, a handmaid serving the 

Commander and his wife, Serena Joy. The narrator is made to endure pseudo-

religious Ceremonies, which involve Bible reading followed by impersonal 

sexual intercourse with the Commander. During the ritual Serena sits behind the 

handmaid holding her hands.  

It is noticeable that the oppression of women is paralleled with the 

exploitation of nature, which reflects ecofeminist aesthetics. Karen Warren 

(2000:105) considers the Western worldôs beliefs to have been shaped by 

oppressive conceptual frameworks, which value hierarchical dualisms. They can 

be defined as oppositional disjuncts that place higher value on what is thought to 

be ñmaleò, ñmindò, ñreasonò, rather than ñfemaleò, ñbodyò, ñemotionò. These 

conceptual frameworks justify the relationships of domination; and in particular 

menôs domination over females. 

The subjugation of women and nature are also linked through the symbolic act 

of naming. In her article ñThe historical roots of our ecological crisisò Lynn White 

(1967:12) considers Adamôs act of naming to be the first performance of dominion 

over nature, which foregrounded the modern technological exploitation of nature: 

ñMan named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them. God 

planned all of this explicitly for manôs purposesò. The Christian extremists in the 

Republic of Gilead imposed names on all the women, depriving them of their 
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singularity and at the same time objectifying them. It is important to note that 

ñOffredò is not the narratorôs real name. A handmaidôs name consists of the 

syllable ñofò and the name of the man she is assigned to; in this particular case it is 

Fred. Her identity is determined by a man. Offredôs family photo album as well as 

any documents naming her were destroyed by the Gileadean male leaders. In this 

way, the handmaid is completely separated from her past. It is worth noting that all 

the other women in the Republic of Gilead are also named and classified according 

to their class and status of relationship with a male. Thus, we can distinguish an 

Unwoman, a Jezebel (a prostitute), a housekeeping fertile Martha, an Econowife (a 

wife of a man not belonging to the elite), as well as a Wife and a Daughter of the 

male elite. It can be concluded that womenôs bodies are colonized through the act 

of naming. 

The only way for Wives to obtain inner autonomy under the oppressive 

regime is to do the gardening: ñThis garden is the domain of the commanderôs 

Wifeé many Wives have such gardens, itôs something for them to order and 

maintain and care forò (Atwood 1985:14). It is worth noting that only socially 

privileged Wives have the right to tend gardens. Therefore, it can be inferred that 

womenôs relationships with garden are also influenced by class. Serenaôs garden 

reminds Offred of the fact that she used to have control over her own body and 

sexuality. The handmaid reminisces about a garden she once possessed: ñI can 

remember the smell of the turned earth, the plump shapes of bulbs held in the 

hands, fullness, the dry rustle of seeds through the fingersò (Atwood 1985:6). 

When she was deprived of the right to cultivate her own garden, she lost her 

freedom and individuality.  

In this context the garden and gardening symbolise independence. Wendy 

Gan (2009:30) explains that a garden has always been ñan adjunct domestic 

space occupying a liminal position; it was both part of the domestic world and 

yet not quite of it. This ambivalence allowed women the chance to appropriate 

the garden for themselves as a site of independence and emancipationò. 

Catherine Alexander (2002:31) adds that the house has been seen as essentially 

masculine and connected with oppression. Consequently, a womanôs relationship 

with a garden has often been much closer than the one existing between a 

woman and a house.  

When Offred approaches the Commanderôs house for the very first time, she 

notices his wife tending her garden. With time the observation of Serena Joy 

cultivating her garden becomes Offredôs pastime. The handmaid gives an 

account of Serena cutting off the seed pods with the aim of making the bulbs 

store more energy:  

 
The tulips have had their moment and are done, shedding their petals one by one, like 

teeth. [...] She was aiming, positioning the blades of the shears, then cutting with a 

convulsive jerk of the hands. Was it the arthritis, creeping up? Or some blitzkrieg, some 

kamikaze, committed on the swelling genitalia of the flowers? (Atwood 1985:77).  
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Offred clearly points in the above-mentioned passage to Serenaôs sterility. 

The woman has reached a stage of life when she can no longer reproduce. The 

withered tulips illustrate in this context the menopause, while the bulbs and 

seeds symbolise fertility. Generally speaking, female sexuality and genitalia are 

often compared to flowers. Following Thiemeôs (2016:38) belief that ñgardens 

are places that are created and nurtured according to the needs or desires of their 

individual cultivatorsò, the irises, which Serena plants, can be connected to the 

Wivesô hope to receive a child from a handmaid. Offred clearly implies that 

Serena is trapped in her predicament of infertility and cannot come to terms with 

the fact that she is not able to become pregnant anymore. 

Atwoodôs ecofeminist aesthetics is apparent in the way the author explores 

metaphors binding women, nature and animals in order to display their 

subjugation. The narrator refers to the handmaids as chalices, since the uniforms 

they are made to wear are red: ñWe are two-legged wombs, ambulatory chalicesò 

(Atwood 1985:70). What is more, the narrator also implies that handmaids are 

treated like pigs reared for breeding purposes: ñI wait, washed brushed, fed like a 

prize pig [...] we are for breeding purposesò (Atwood 1985:146). These 

comparisons indicate that females in Gilead are reduced to the level of 

reproductive beings.  

Atwood constructs the garden as a location of Offredôs memories of her 

family and happier times before the revolution. Humans maintain a relationship 

with the environment through their personal associations of place rooted in 

memory and time, which draws us to the idea of place-attachment described by 

Lawrence Buell in his book The Future of Environmental Criticism. The scholar 

acknowledges that place carries meaning as it reflects the emotional, cultural and 

historical attachment of people to an existing space (2005:62). The handmaid 

was married to Lucas; the couple had a five-year-old daughter. At the time of the 

takeover, they attempted to flee to Canada, but were caught and separated. When 

the narrator notices a clean lawn, she is reminded of dandelions denoting the life 

and love that she provided her daughter with. Flowers ignite memories and 

summon past individual experiences. The woman additionally associates her 

child with daisies, symbolising her purity and innocence: ñRings, we would 

make from them, and crowns and necklaces [...] I can see her, running across the 

lawn, that lawn there just in front of me, at two, three years old, waving one like 

a sparkler, a small wand of white fire [...] It was daisies for love though, and we 

did that tooò (Atwood 1985:77). 
Carnations re-invoke the memories of Offredôs daughter as well. These 

flowers represent the unconditional love of the mother, who makes sacrifices to 

find her child in a postapocalyptic world. The eternal love for her husband is 

linked to the bleeding hearts. What is more, lilies can be found in Serena Joyôs 

garden. Since these flowers are considered to stand for innocence, they can be 
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linked to the subjugation of innocent women as well as the persecution of 

innocent people protesting against the dictatorship in the Republic of Gilead.  

Serenaôs garden is also described as subversive. Offred adds that there seems 

to be ña sense of buried things bursting upwards, wordlessly, into the light, as if 

to point, to say: Whatever is silenced will clamour to be heard, though silentlyò 

(Atwood 1985:77). Therefore, it can be deduced that the garden stands for the 

struggle of women to be heard. In the Republic of Gilead femalesô voices are 

suppressed. The only voices that can be heard belong to those in power. For 

instance, potential handmaids are prohibited from talking to each other in the 

Red Centres. They communicate non-verbally, using gestures: ñWe slept in what 

had once been the gymnasium, we learned to whisper almost without sound [...] 

we learned to lip-readò (Atwood 1985:4).  

 

 

Rooftop gardens in The Year of the Flood 

 

As far as The Year of the Flood is concerned, the book details the events of the 

first book of the MaddAddam trilogy, Oryx and Crake (2003), but is told from the 

perspective of two women, Toby and Ren, who are former members of Godôs 

Gardeners, an eco-religious group, whose members grow vegetables in rooftop 

gardens. The novel begins with one of the Gardenersô hymns entitled ñThe Garden,ò 

in which the earth is portrayed as a garden destroyed by ñgreedy spoilersò (Atwood 

2009:xi). The novel illustrates the environmental degradation resulting from 

corporate capitalism and biotechnology. The scientists violate species boundaries by 

creating transgenic life forms, as a result numerous species die out. 

The Gardeners condemn the degradation of the natural environment by 

corporate capitalists, who believe in human superiority. They set an example of 

environmental sustainability, rejecting consumerism and scavenging materials for 

clothes. The leader of the group, Adam One, draws attention to the man-made 

ecological crisis and questions the reason for manôs superiority over nature: ñWhy 

do we think that everything on Earth belongs to us, while in reality we belong to 

Everything?ò He believes that human beings should not perceive themselves as 

ñexceptional [or] set above all other Lifeò (Atwood 2009:53). In this way, the 

Gardeners mirror the ontological shift in environmental studies which has removed 

the human being from the position of supremacy characteristic of Christianity. The 

Gardeners see the roots of nature destruction in the dualistic hierarchy privileging 

man over nature, reason/technology over instinct.  

What is more, the Gardeners seem to reinterpret the Bible in order to present 

an ecocentric human/nature relationship. The members of the eco-religious 

group accept the theory of evolution proposed by Charles Darwin, which asserts 

that human beings evolved from primates; therefore, humans are ascribed no 

features that allow them to act as if they are superior to nature. It seems that The 
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Handmaidôs Tale as well as The Year of the Flood echo Lynn Whiteôs (1967:9) 

observations that Christianity is ñthe most anthropocentric religion the world has 

seenò and her critique of Godôs alleged blessings for human dominion over the 

earth, which led to the degradation of ecosystems. 

Through the production of their own food in their rooftop garden, the 

Gardeners communicate that the food system is unsustainable. Wendell Berry 

(2009:161) explains that ñgardens are a protest of the conventional food system 

because they signal a symbolic independence from it.ò In other words, the 

members of the eco-religious group deplore industrial agriculture and the current 

methods of growing crops, which are dependent on fertilizers and chemical 

herbicides depleting the soil and causing damage to biodiversity. The Gardenersô 

ideology concerning food production in the rural setting reflects the beliefs of a 

political and social movement, which Michael Pollan named the ñFood 

Movementò (Bouvier 2013:425). While gardens may have been treated as personal 

retreats, they are recognised symbols of the above-mentioned movement. 

Women appear to be as much the victims of exploitative capitalism as are 

animals and the natural environment. Toby, one of the main female characters in 

The Year of the Flood, was orphaned when her mother died as a result of taking 

intentionally contaminated supplements produced by the HelthWyzer company. 

Her father committed suicide soon after her death, since he was ruined 

financially by the costs of his wifeôs treatment. Left without financial resources, 

Toby resolves to sell her hair, and then her eggs on the black market. The 

woman is accidentally sterilised by an infected needle during egg removal. What 

is more, Toby suffers male sexual violence, which remains unpunished by any 

civil authority. The woman is repeatedly raped by her employer, Blanco, who 

sexually harasses all his female workers and eventually murders his victims. 

There exist no institutions that protect women from such an act of predation. The 

CorpSeCorps, police hired by the companies, ñturn a blind eyeò to it (Atwood 

2009:26). The novel reveals the violation and sexual commodification of women 

in the climate-ravaged United States. 

The protagonist is saved from this oppression by Adam One, who takes her to 

the Edencliff Rooftop Garden. Toby cries with gratitude and relief. The garden is 

represented as a space that provides an escape from male violence. Tobyôs reaction 

to the garden is described in the following passage: ñ[...] it was so beautiful, with 

plants and flowers of many kinds sheôd never seen before. There were vivid 

butterflies; from nearby came the vibration of bees. Each petal and leaf was fully 

alive, shining with awareness of her. Even the air of the Garden was differentò 

(Atwood 2009:52). It is noticeable that the garden constitutes a contrast with the 

External World, where Toby endured tortures (Atwood 2009:38).  

The woman becomes a specialist in horticulture and expands her knowledge of 

the healing properties of flowers. Attention should be paid to what Toby tends in 

the garden, i.e. red poppies and mushrooms, which she uses for the treatment of 
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certain ailments. Vivian Rich (2009:116) points out in her book Cursing Basil: 

And Other Folklore of the Garden that the red poppy held a special place in Greek 

thought. It symbolised fertility because of its many seeds. It can be deduced that 

poppies symbolise Tobyôs desire to be fertile. After accidental sterilisation Toby 

pretended not to be concerned, but ñit seemed that sheôd wanted a child after all, 

because when she was told sheôd been accidentally sterilized she could feel all of 

the light leaking out of herò (Atwood 2009:33). Special attention is given in the 

novel to the mushrooms, which are described as ñthe roses in the garden of that 

unseen world, because the real mushroom plant is underground. The part you 

could see ï what most people called a mushroom ï [is] just a brief apparition. A 

cloud flowerò (Atwood 2009:120). The mushrooms symbolise the silenced voices 

of sexually exploited women living on the margins of patriarchal capitalism.  

It is noteworthy that women in both novels tend flowers and herbs, while men 

are responsible for the production of food. Eleanor Perenyi (1994:260), who 

describes the history of horticulture in her book Green Thoughts, notices that 

women were actually the first gardeners, while men were devoted to hunting. 

However, as Carolyn Merchant states in her work Ecofeminism and Feminist 

Theory (1990), womenôs traditional roles as gardeners and producers of clothing 

and food become appropriated by men due to the mechanisation of agriculture in 

capitalist societies. In this way, females become responsible only for biological 

reproduction and the performance of the unpaid labour. As Eleanor Perenyi 

(1994:261) asserts, ñthe inventor of agriculture became the goddess of 

agriculture.ò The tending of flowers by women indicates that Atwood considers 

capitalist patriarchy to constitute an important factor in the oppression of women. 

After some time, Toby comes to the conclusion that equality does not actually 

exist in the Gardenersô hierarchy: ñFiguring out the Gardener hierarchy took her 

some time. Adam One insisted that all Gardeners were equal on the spiritual 

level, but the same did not hold true of the material one: the Adams and the Eves 

ranked higherò (Atwood 2009:45). Yet, women can hold the positions of leaders 

in the Gardenersô hierarchy. Toby becomes the holder of the title of Eve and 

subsequently becomes much more respected and is provided with the possibility 

to teach horticulture to other women in the Edencliff Garden. Nonetheless, she 

observes that the number of female leaders expresses ñtheir area of expertise 

rather than their order of importanceò (Atwood 2009:45).  

The titles of Adam and Eve within the Gardenersô hierarchy appropriate the 

Biblical narrative of the Garden of Eden, which indicates the superiority of 

Adam to Eve. The account emphasises that nature and women are supposed to 

serve men, since animals were created by God in order to be Adamôs helpers, 

and then Eve was created to fulfil the role of his companion as well. The 

Gardeners undoubtedly fall victim to patriarchy. Despite the fact that Toby is 

considered to be a leader, she is not treated seriously by male Gardeners, in 

particular Zeb, who refers to her as babe (Atwood 2009:399). The author of the 
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novel implies that Christianity is not only an anthropocentric religion, but also a 

misogynistic one. It reflects the beliefs of such ecofeminists as Charlene 

Spretnak and Susan Griffin. These critics assert that patriarchal religions such as 

Christianity and Judaism ought to abolish the concept of an omnipotent male 

spirit (see Tong 2014:260). 

Attention should be paid to the protagonistsô relationships with animals, in 

particular with bees. Pilar, one of the Gardeners, encourages Toby to treat bees as 

a source of support, claiming that she can always tell them her troubles. Although 

Toby seems to be sceptical at first, she finds comfort talking to these flying insects: 

ñStand by me, she said to the bees. Be my messengers. As if they could hearò 

(Atwood 2009:254). The bees protect Toby when her former oppressor attacks her 

in the garden. As the protagonist runs away hitting beehives, the bees form a line 

of defence. Afterwards she realises that ñtheyôd sacrificed many of their own in the 

battleò (Atwood 2009:255). The animals and the garden nurture the protagonist, 

equipping her with the strength to survive and resist the oppression. 

The garden ceases to be a space providing safety. After Blancoôs attack on 

Toby in the garden, the woman resolves to undergo body transformation in order 

to disguise herself. Her hair, skin tone and voice are technologically modified, 

and her name is changed to Tobiatha: ñSheôd gone in as Toby and had come out 

as Tobiatha. Less angla, more latina. More altoò (Atwood 2009:350). Toby 

transforms herself into a cyborg, which constitutes a hybrid of nature and 

technology. The relationship between women and technology is represented as a 

liberating one. The womanôs metamorphosis is compared to the life cycle of a 

butterfly. She is encouraged to think of herself in terms of a chrysalis before the 

transformation. Tobyôs outer transformation reflects the inner change she has 

undergone. When she joined the Gardeners, she became conscious of ecological 

problems and spiritually connected to nature and animals. Her personal 

experience of place provoked environmental awareness. 

The skills Toby has acquired living in the Edencliff Garden help her to 

survive in the postapocalyptic world. She tends her own garden on the rooftop of 

the AnnoYoo Spa, where she works after her metamorphosis. The poppies that 

can be found in her new garden symbolise in this context consolation. Namely, 

in a world being destroyed by capitalist forces, it is the garden that brings her 

comfort. Toby interiorizes the hybrid between nature and culture, as do the 

garden and animals which are genetically modified. It seems that in the 

postapocalyptic world the natural and artificial elements must be bridged in 

order to establish a new community. 

In The Year of the Flood the garden is charged with biotechnological politics 

as well. It bridges the seemingly opposed worldviews of ecofeminists, who reject 

technology as inherently evil, and the beliefs of Donna Haraway, who postulates 

the blurring of the nature-human distinction. Ecofeminists consider binary 

constructions existing in Western thought, privileging mind over body, reason 
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over emotion, to be the main factor in the inferiorisation of both women and 

nature. Haraway provides a solution to this issue in her landmark article ñA 

Cyborg Manifestoò. The scholar proposed a model of a cyborg, combining the 

natural and the artificial, as a metaphor that can aid in dismantling the 

women/nature dualism. Given the choice of becoming a goddess or a cyborg, 

Haraway, just as Toby, chooses the cyborg, since it avoids reifying the 

oppressive dichotomies of mind/body, nature/culture, men/women (Haraway 

1991:175). In this way, the garden perpetuates discussion between technology, 

ecofeminism and cyborg feminism. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the garden, in the novels discussed, can be described as a liminal 

space, where different forms and ideas interact so as to provide a commentary on 

such issues as ecological crises, food system, religion, biotechnology as well as the 

oppression of women and nature in capitalist societies. The oppression that 

Atwood describes in her novels with reference to female bodies also extends to the 

realm of the non-human biosphere. Nature has an allegorical function signalling 

womenôs oppression. The writer establishes numerous metaphors and parallels 

between the plight of females and nature. The garden is depicted as a place 

providing autonomy, safety and comfort under the oppressive regime, while flower 

imagery reflects the needs and feelings of the characters. The Canadian novelist 

makes use of garden imagery not only as a backdrop to womenôs experience; the 

garden represents an image of resistance to conforming to the capitalist patriarchal 

regime, where women are forced to be silent.  

It is important to remember that the paper analyses novels that were published 

over 20 years apart and reveals the way in which Atwoodôs perspective on 

technology issues has evolved over time. While in The Handmaidôs Tale 

technology is represented as a means used to restrict womenôs freedom, in The 

Year of the Flood Atwood indicates that cybernetic technologies may actually 

free females if used properly. In one interview, Atwood explains that because the 

tools to which humans have access have become very powerful, the future of 

humanity depends on whether ñwe as a species have the emotional maturity and 

the wisdom to use our powerful tools wellò (Atwood 2003). 
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SCAFFOLDING BY MEANS OF SCIENTIFIC CONCEPTS:  

A TEACHER-GUIDED PEER RESPONSE ACTIVITY 
 

 
Abstract: The paper analyzes the performance of a university student on a peer response activity 

which is part of an assignment in a writing course for second-year students of English philology. 

With Vygotskyôs (1987) doctrine of scientific concepts as a lens, it looks at how in the course of 

the peer response activity the teacher and the students support one another in their respective 

attempts to teach and learn writing. Teacher support on tasks, known as scaffolding (e.g. Stone 

1998), is based on the idea that instruction should provide for transfer of responsibility for a 

complex task from teacher to student (Vygotsky 1978; Wood, Bruner, & Ross 1976). Adopting the 

Vygotskian perspective, I explain how in a teacher-guided peer response activity, student writers 

learn to verbalize their procedural how-to-write knowledge and to talk about their writing in order 

to regulate one anotherôs writing performance so that it meets the requirements of the assignment. 

The data help to substantiate the claim that experience in regulating others is the basis for the 

development of self-regulation by indicating how the language (scientific concepts) provided for 

use by students in the peer response activity can contribute to developing their self-regulated 

writing. For the teacher, a studentôs performance on the peer response activity is a source of 

information on how to further assist the student in her/his development of the scientific concepts 

that mediate writing development. 

 

Key words: writing instruction, peer response, scaffolding, scientific concepts, cognitive mediation 

 

 

Introduction 

 

 ñTeach the process, not the productò emerged in the 1970s as a rallying 

slogan of the new generation of American writing teachers and researchers who 

reacted against the then dominant language-centered practices of traditional 

writing instruction, specifically against the teacher acting solely as a final judge 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15584/sar.2018.15.1.8
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of the correctness of the finished product/text instead of intervening earlier in the 

development of student papers to assist and support the students in the very 

process of composing their texts, which is where instruction is needed to teach 

them how to write. This process revolution (Hairston 1982) in writing instruction 

brought about the key instructional change in the form of the multiple-draft 

assignment with between-the-drafts teacher-guided peer activities intended to 

provide procedural support throughout the complex task of composing the 

successive drafts of a paper. Thus, teaching revision has become a central 

component of writing instruction with peer response as one of the key methods 

of prompting studentsô revision. 

 The shift in writing instruction since the 1970s has taken place in parallel 

with the tremendous research effort undertaken in order to understand, first, what 

cognitive processes are involved in text production and, later, the role of the 

socio-cultural context in shaping those processes. A significant role in this social 

turn in composition studies and instruction (Trimbur 1994) has been played by 

Vygotskyôs sociocultural theory of learning. 

 

 

Peer Response: The Vygotskian View 

 

 As Hodges (1982) shows, the view that revision has a central role in writing 

was really no more than some practitionersô belief until the 1970s when the 

development of cognitive research on writing resulted in the concept of revision 

being given a theoretical status as a key feature of a mature writing process 

(Flower & Hayes 1981; Scardamalia & Bereiter 1985). Given this shift in 

theoretical perspectives on writing, it is understandable that in the 1980s 

researchers and teachers of writing started to direct so much attention to fostering 

studentsô learning of revision in writing. Consequently, feedback/response to 

student writing acquired a whole new dimension. Feedback is considered to be 

crucial for learning, and its importance has always been recognized in the field of 

composition studies and instruction, where the term response to writing has often 

been used instead (Hyland & Hyland 2006).  

 As already mentioned, research on writing took a social turn when attention 

was no longer paid just to the cognitive processes of writing themselves but to 

those processes in connection to the sociocultural contexts in which they take 

place. The influence of the work of the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky on 

writing research in this respect has been constantly growing since the 1980s. I 

will begin by briefly introducing some key notions in Vygotskyôs sociocultural 

theory of learning as they are instrumental in the following analysis of student 

interactions in a peer response activity taking place under teacher guidance as 

part of a multiple-draft writing assignment. The theoretical discussion in this 

section will gradually be given more substance in subsequent sections. 
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 Vygotskyôs (1978, 1987) sociocultural learning theory is relevant to writing 

instruction as it focuses on how humans learn by means of psychological tools, 

which are signs of all kinds and so are also referred to as semiotic tools. 

Vygotsky sees human learning as mediated rather than direct, which means that 

rather than there being direct interaction between learner and environment, for 

humans the nature of the interaction is changed by the presence of (a) 

external/material tools, (b) internal/psychological tools, and (c) more competent 

others. These are the three kinds of agents mediating between the learner and the 

environment (Kozulin 2003). Because of the presence of these mediating agents, 

for Vygotsky ñthe learning process was not a solitary exploration [é] of the 

environment; rather, it was a process of appropriation [é] of the methods of 

action existent in a given culture,ò as Kozulin and Presseisen (1995: 67) explain. 

 Vygotsky (1981) claims that the so-called higher mental processes are 

specific to humans because they are mediated by psychological/semiotic tools 

used by humans, primarily human language. Consequently, there is another, very 

crucial mediating agent involved in the development of higher mental functions: 

they are learned through interaction with more competent others. Karpov and 

Haywood (1998) make a distinction between two types of mediation present in 

Vygotskyôs theory: metacognitive and cognitive. Metacognitive mediation 

facilitates the acquisition of cognitive control processes commonly referred to as 

self-regulative. According to Vygotsky, such processes originate in interpersonal 

communication when a more competent other uses semiotic tools to regulate a 

learnerôs behavior. Such semiotic tools are later internalized and used for self-

regulation. Cognitive mediation is based on Vygotskyôs (1986) doctrine of 

scientific and spontaneous concepts. Spontaneous concepts are the result of 

implicit and inductive learning from everyday personal experience, and as such 

are typically unsystematic and likely to lead to inaccurate, if not plain wrong, 

generalizations due to limited experience. Most importantly, such concepts by 

themselves will not support the generalized and abstract kind of thinking 

characteristic of the school context. Thus, schooling means systematic cognitive 

mediation. In other words, the domain of school is the teaching of scientific 

concepts (Karpov 2003). Scientific concepts are ñcognitive tools that are 

necessary for solving subject-domain problems,ò as Karpov and Haywood 

(1998: 28) argue and as my analysis will demonstrate. 

 Mediation is the main mechanism of human learning. One current trend in 

instruction, which is directly relevant to metacognitive mediation (Karpov & 

Haywood 1998), is that teaching should be organized as collaborative student 

activity under peer control (e.g. Brown & Campione 1994). This instructional 

principle is in full agreement with Vygotskyôs claim that regulating the behavior 

of others (i.e., metacognitive mediation, or exercising cognitive control over an 

activity shared with another) is an important intermediate stage in the transition 

from being regulated by others to becoming self-regulated. Mutual regulation 
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has its natural place in peer collaboration but not in teacher-student interaction. 

As Forman and Cazden (1995: 344) pointedly observe, ñchildren never give 

directions to teachers.ò This explains the need for and the value of peer response 

activities in the writing classroom. 

 Another trend in instruction is guided discovery (Brown & Campione 1994). 

This principle of organizing studentsô learning as teacher guided discovery 

stands in clear opposition to Vygotskyôs views on the cognitive mediation 

process which starts in school and is carried out by means of scientific concepts. 

In sharp contrast to the idea of guided discovery, Vygotsky (1987) claims that 

scientific knowledge should be taught directly and not discovered by students 

because studentsô empirical discoveries will result in spontaneous, inductive 

knowledge which may be wrong. He argues that students must not be expected 

to develop an understanding of the world by trying to rediscover what their 

culture has already discovered. Scientific concepts should be taught directly in 

the form of verbal definitions. Vygotsky (1987: 165) admits that ñthe weakness 

of the scientific concept lies in its verbalism.ò However, a verbal definition is 

just the starting point of the formation of a scientific concept. Vygotsky (1987) 

explains that scientific concepts only start to be learned when the word meaning 

for the new concept is learned. Instruction should aim to support this 

developmental process by grounding such concept formation in the process of 

mastering relevant problem-solving procedures that involve using the concept 

while working on tasks, a point which is fundamental to my later discussion. 

Scientific concepts must thus be linked to specific ways of disciplinary acting 

and thinking in instruction that offers ready-made definitions of scientific 

concepts followed by methods of action that utilize the concepts. Scientific 

concepts are not acquired through the teaching of verbal definitions but through 

teaching specific procedures that are to be internalized in the course of using 

them in culturally-relevant problem-solving activities. In academic writing 

instruction, as I will ague, teacher-guided peer response activities provide an 

opportunity for teaching such academically-relevant problem-solving procedures 

that utilizes scientific concepts. 

 

 

Data Collection 

 

 The data for this paper come from a writing assignment used in a class I 

taught to second-year students of English philology. The course followed the 

multiple-draft approach to address different aspects of the complexity of 

composing in successive drafts of student papers. It was a general-academic 

composition course, which means that it aimed to teach the underlying 

intellectual stance which defines academic discourse as a whole, particularly 

playing the role of a self-conscious argument-maker (Elbow 1991). Graff (1999: 
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140) discusses various reasons why students ñfeel deep reservations about 

assumingò such an academic/intellectual stance. He points to the considerable 

gap separating the academic/intellectual culture of teachers from the mass/pop 

culture of students. In this context, he points out that to uninitiated students, the 

academic preoccupation with problems and problematizing appears strange, ñat 

best mysterious and at worst perverseò (1999: 141). As Castle (2007: 320) 

explains, problematizing refers to textual and social phenomena which involve 

ñcontradictions or gaps in logic, sudden discontinuities or juxtapositions, 

inequalities or asymmetries ï that, when taken together, suggest an opportunity 

for critical intervention.ò By raising our studentsô awareness of such conflicts, 

we initiate them into the academic practice of problematizing and into the 

academic discourse community, which cherishes such conflict awareness. Thus, 

the aim of the writing assignment which is the source of data for this paper is to 

raise studentsô conflict awareness, which is understood as a crucial aspect of the 

academic stance and so academic discourse practices.  

 As explained above, for Vygotsky, learning meant appropriation of ñthe 

methods of action existent in a given cultureò (Kozulin & Presseisen 1995: 67). In 

other words, learning involves appropriating culture-specific ways of behaving and 

thinking. To achieve the goal of academically-relevant learning in a general-

academic writing course, we need to present our students with academically 

relevant tasks and we need to introduce them to academically accepted ways of 

dealing with those tasks. The writing assignment, by focusing on teaching conflict 

awareness as explained above, presents a task relevant to the academic 

community. As for teaching academic ways of dealing with the task, the specific 

problem-solving procedure being taught must be linked to specific scientific 

concepts. As Karpov and Haywood (1998: 28) explain, scientific concepts are 

ñcognitive tools that are necessary for solving subject-domain problems.ò   

 The scientific concepts that are fundamental to working on writing problems 

in an academic writing class include the notion of the rhetorical situation 

together with its two key constituents, namely, audience and purpose. These are 

important notions in the academic disciplines of rhetoric and composition studies 

(e.g. Bitzer 1968; Flower & Hayes 1981). These concepts were explicitly 

introduced to the students in my writing class together with the assignment; 

however, in view of Vygotskyôs (1987) admonition about verbalism (see above), 

the students were not expected to memorize the definitions. As explained above, 

concepts only start to be learned when the word meaning denoting the new 

concept is presented in a definition. Instruction must aim to foster the 

developmental process of concept formation by grounding a concept in the 

process of mastering relevant problem-solving procedures that involve using the 

concept while working on tasks. Teacher guidance of collaborative problem-

solving in a peer response activity is an opportunity to foster scientific concept 

formation. The two scientific concepts being developed in this case are the 
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correlated notions of the audience and purpose of a rhetorical act, which is 

understood as discourse intended to solve a specific problem by inducing the 

audience, that is, those who can ameliorate the problem situation, to take a 

specific course of action. Teacher guidance means that the learning activity is 

scaffolded in what Daniels (2007: 317) sees as a ñcrucialò aspect of the technical 

sense of the term, namely, the learnerôs role in the task is simplified while the 

overall nature of the task itself does not change. In the teacher-guided peer 

response activity, the teacher does not change the target task of detecting, 

identifying, and offering solutions to writing problems. Instead, the teacher 

offers questions that focus studentsô attention on specific aspects of writing so 

that the overall task of commenting on writing problems is simplified. The 

specific aspects are those connected to the scientific concepts of audience and 

purpose that the students have been familiarized with when introduced to the 

assignment. The peer response activity under discussion, taking place when the 

students have composed their first drafts, focuses on problems with the most 

fundamental aspects of constructing a rhetorical situation according to the 

requirements of the assignment: this means a focus on audience and purpose. 

 

 

Analysis and Discussion 

 

 The data include (a) the first and the second drafts of one studentôs paper, (b) 

written peer response (PR) the student received to her first draft, (c) written 

response the student gave to another student, and (d) her written response to the 

peer response (RPR) she received. Here is how the studentôs introductory 

paragraph changes from draft 1 to draft 2: 

 
Draft 1 

Everyone who lives in Mrowisko dormitory knows Radio Sygnaly. The problem that I 

would like to present is the loud music constantly coming from the radio's loudspeakers. 

The music is heard in very corner in the dorm. The radio's workers must finally face the 

fact that it really makes a lot of noise all day long and is quite disturbing for the students 

who pay for their rooms in order to have suitable conditions for studying and resting. 

 

Draft 2 

Everyone who lives in Mrowisko dormitory knows Radio Sygnaly. One of the problems 

that I would like to present is the loud music constantly coming from the radio's 

loudspeakers which are situated in front of the students' hostel. The music which starts in 

early afternoon and lasts until the evening is heard in very corner in the dorm. What is 

more, the music presented is slightly monotonous. 

 

 The assignment asked to define, explain, and provide a solution to a problem 

encountered at school. In revising her paper, the student again falls short of 

defining the problem and explaining its importance. By failing to situate her 
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original problem of loud music in the dorm within the global problem of noise 

pollution, she fails to make the paper appear important rather than trivial. More 

importantly, her revised version foregrounds the additional problem of the music 

being monotonous, which amounts to setting a different goal for the paper 

requiring a redefinition of its audience.  

 The questions posed by the teacher to guide the PR which are relevant to our 

discussion are Question 1 (about the problem being adequately described), 

Question 4 (about what needs further explanation), and Question 5 (about the 

introduction setting up the paper and the conclusion providing a sense of 

closure). Here are some comments our subject received from another student: 

 
PR Question 1 

It is not difficult to guess what the problem is but more information could be included. [...] 

it is not mentioned where exactly the speakers are placed. Similarly, the time when the 

noise starts and ends is not given... 

 

PR Question 4 

Solutions to the problem of noise could be stated. I can understand what the author is 

trying to say but more information should be provided. 

 

PR Question 5 

In fact the beginning is misleading. There are different aspects of the matter mentioned, 

e.g., monotonous music. [...] the purpose stated in the introduction is not achieved as the 

closure is connected with the quality of the radio program rather than with the noise the 

loudspeakers make. 

 

Here are excerpts from the studentôs response to the comments: 

 
RPR Question 1 

The comments were very helpful. The presentation of the problem was quite poor and it 

needed some necessary additional information. 

 

RPR Question 4 

The Reviewer only repeats his comments about further development of the solution. The 

phrase ñI can understand what the author is trying to say but...ò is not really needed. I was 

not writing for the reviewer. I am not interested in his strictly personal opinions. 

 

RPR Question 5 

The reviewer made a good point about the introduction (only one problem is introduced 

and in the conclusion two problems are solved). I don't agree with the negative opinion 

about the closure--I think that the conclusion fits the whole text. 

 

 The student does not follow peer advice uncritically. However, her use of 

peer advice and her RPR point to her problem with constructing a rhetorical 

situation that meets the requirements of the assignment, i.e., the fundamental 

rhetorical problem of purpose and audience. In her revision, she only adds, 

deletes or shifts around a few clauses and sentences. These are local syntactic 
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changes that do not address the global rhetorical problem raised by her peer in 

PR Question 5: the purpose stated at the start being about the loud music does 

not match the final conclusion about the music being monotonous. Following the 

suggestion in PR Question 1 to add the where-when information, she adds two 

clauses to the introduction. Then, she moves the last sentence (the original 

problem statement) from the introduction to the following paragraph, in its place 

adding a sentence introducing the problem of monotonous music in an attempt to 

make the introduction fit the conclusion. The comment about the need to discuss 

solutions to the problem of noise only triggered an angry reaction (RPR Question 

4). Following up on this comment would have required a global revision of the 

purpose and audience for the paper. At one point, the writer barely mentions the 

conflict between those residents in favor and those against the loud music. This 

conflict requires addressing the residents themselves, while the problem of 

monotonous music calls for a different audience, the managers of the radio 

station. Her clearly inadequate understanding of the rhetorical concepts of 

purpose and audience makes the writer incapable of conceptualizing her personal 

experience of the problem situation in terms of these basic rhetorical constraints 

to fulfill the assignment. 

 My goal in looking at this peer response activity is to examine the kind of 

support the teacher and the students under his guidance offer to one another. 

Following Vygotskyôs (1987) theory, I see the scientific concepts (rhetorical 

situation, audience, purpose) offered by the teacher in the peer response activity 

(he thus provides cognitive mediation) as tools to be used by the students on 

tasks specified in the PR questions. What is crucial is that students develop their 

understanding of these tools through working on their problems. The starting 

point is the verbal definition of a scientific concept presented together with the 

assignment. However, the problem situations the students are focusing on in the 

assignment are the ones they have encountered at school. Thus, they are dealing 

with personal experience. In Vygotskyôs (1987) terminology, this is everyday 

knowledge/concepts. Such concepts are unsystematic, concrete/specific rather 

than abstract/general, and implicit rather than explicit. As Vygotsky (1987: 165) 

explains, ñthe weakness of the everyday concept lies in its incapacity for 

abstraction, in the childôs incapacity to operate on it in a voluntary manner.ò  By 

contrast, we are consciously aware of scientific concepts and can make deliberate 

use of them. In the context of this difference, Vygotsky (1987: 159) claims that 

ñthe formation of concepts develops simultaneously from two directions: from 

the direction of the general and the particular.ò Everyday concepts move from 

the particular ñupwards toward abstraction and generalizationò (1987: 164) while 

scientific concepts move from the general toward ñsaturation with the concreteò 

(1987: 165). In view of this developmental dependency, as Daniels (2007: 312) 

points out, instruction must bring the two types of concepts ñinto the forms of 
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relationship within which they both develop.ò This is exactly what the peer 

response activity under discussion is designed to achieve.  

 As Mercer and Littleton (2007) show, the quality of the language in peer 

interaction impacts on the quality of learning. Thus, the goal of the peer response 

activity is to have students use scientific concepts to focus their attention on key 

aspects of their writing performance, help them verbalize their procedural how-

to-write knowledge, and get them to talk about their writing in order to regulate 

one anotherôs writing performance to fulfill the assignment. The peer response 

activity gives each student an opportunity to provide metacognitive mediation 

(which means assistance involving exercise of control in the shared activity of 

identifying and solving writing problems) as a steppingstone to achieving self-

regulated performance. As we could see above, the data confirm that peer 

collaboration (giving and receiving advice) leads students to making their own 

decisions by freeing them from the authoritative presence of the teacher. 

However, the revisions made by our subject show that she cannot analyze her 

problem situation (everyday knowledge) by applying to it the scientific concepts 

of audience and purpose in order to construct a rhetorical situation (scientific 

knowledge in the sense of an explicitly organized system of relations). The PR 

our subject gave to another student on this assignment helps us to better see her 

problem with getting to understand the rhetorical concepts central to the task. 

Here are some comments she gave to a writer discussing the problem of 

insufficient physical education at the university: 

 
PR Question 1 

The presentation of the problem is adequate. The writer identifies with the audience, e.g., 

ñAs we entered the university...ò 

 

PR Question 2 (about audience) 

The paper is written for the students because it deals with the problem which concerns 

them [é] the sentence: ñWe all know how undesirable and unhealthy lack of physical 

exercise is for a young man or womanò is not convincing. 

 

PR Question 7 (about what to add/leave out) 

The phrase ñI am convincedò should be left out. The rest of the text is impersonal and the 

author should stick to it. What we need is to know the problem and how to solve it. Personal 

opinions are not convincing. Ways of appealing to decision-making organs should be added. 

 

PR Question 8 (about purpose) 

The purpose is not in fact clearly stated. The author wants to convince students to have gym 

classes because it would be good for their health [...], but I don't find a statement which says so. 

 

 Her comments make clear that the student has a problem with the concept of 

audience. Statements like ñThe writer identifies with the audienceò (implying 

students), ñThe paper is written for the studentsò and ñThe author wants to 

convince studentsò clash with the advice: ñWays of appealing to decision-
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making organs should be added.ò The studentôs problem is that convincing 

students about the importance of physical education and appealing to appropriate 

decision-makers for more physical education at the university are two different 

purposes and two different audiences, requiring different arguments, and mixing 

the two is against the requirements of the assignment. The student exhibited a 

similar confusion in revising her own paper, not being able to see that the 

problems of loud music and monotonous music called for different audiences in 

order to be solved. The studentôs problems with the assignment are due to her 

problems with understanding audience and purpose. 

 Our subjectôs problems can help us appreciate the value of the PR activity 

under discussion. The abstract rhetorical concepts of audience and purpose (as 

people to be moved by the writer to take action in order to solve a problem as it 

is perceived by the writer) are introduced in the form of verbal definitions as part 

of the assignment. As Vygotsky (1987) explains, concept formation is a long and 

complex process. As was pointed out above, the students are expected to develop 

their understanding of these new cognitive tools (rhetorical situation, audience, 

purpose) through working on their problems with the assignment. In the course 

of the PR activity, the concepts are enriched with detail as they are repeatedly 

applied to different problem situations discussed by each student in the peer 

group. Working in a peer group, the students get a chance to use the rhetorical 

concepts of purpose and audience as tools to construct different rhetorical 

situations by applying them to shared experience (problems encountered at 

school). Understandably, the students do not get everything right the first time. 

Importantly, the PR activity gives the opportunity to hone their use and 

understanding of the key conceptual tools in constructing different rhetorical 

situations. The assignment grounds the rhetorical concepts in the studentsô 

shared school experiences dealt with in their papers, which allows for saturating 

(Vygotsky 1987: 165) the abstract rhetorical concepts with concrete everyday 

knowledge and move the students on their way to scientific concept formation. 

 Learning and teaching being interactive processes, the purpose/audience-related 

problems our subject exhibited in her revisions and responses constitute specific 

feedback to the teacher to offer more focused tasks for all the students in her peer 

group to help them reassess their construction of the rhetorical situation. In 

revising her paper, our subject did not see that the problems of loud music and 

monotonous music (which she chose to discuss) called for different audiences in 

order to be solved. Such problems with constructing a rhetorical situation need to 

be explicitly stated by the teacher and presented for discussion by the students in 

the peer group as a follow-up activity. The goal of this activity is the same as that 

of the PR activity, namely, to provide students with a problem and the relevant 

problem-solving tools (the scientific concepts of purpose, and audience) which are 

to be developed as they are being used in peer collaboration on the problem. The 

scientific concepts are developed as they are applied to and thus saturated with the 
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studentsô everyday experience to transform it into more systematic and organized 

knowledge. Through collaborative peer activities, such concepts gradually become 

efficient tools in the studentsô self-regulated writing performance. 
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