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P R E FA C E  

Welcome to the Across Borders X edited book titled Difficult Neighborhoods: The Semi
otics of Conflict in Culture, Literature, and Language. This book examines the semiotics 
of conflict in culture, literature, and language, as we navigate the challenging neigh
borhoods where we reside. We live and work in a world with diverse perspectives. As 
we go about our daily lives, we face diverging views, values, and cultures. When these 
diverging views and values collide, we inevitably face conflicts, creating situations that  
require us to navigate a “difficult neighborhood.” 

-

-

We have numerous examples of difficult neighborhoods worldwide. According to 
the Council on Foreign Relations, there are 28 ongoing and active conflicts around 
the world, including frequently reported conflicts such as the war in Ukraine and the 
Israeli-Palestinian struggle, and less-frequently reported conflicts such as the internal 
conflicts in the Democratic Republic of Congo and the Civil War in Myanmar (Coun
cil on Foreign Relations, 2025). We want to believe that humans are more intelligent in  
the 21st century, following two global wars in the 20th century—World War I, which 
resulted in an estimated 8.9 million fatalities, and World War II, which resulted in 30.8 
million fatalities (Herre et al., 2024). Unfortunately, however, we continue to face 
various conflicts around the world, causing destruction and various conflict- related 
causalities. 

-

Our emphasis in this book is not just geopolitical conflict, but also conflict in var
ious media messages, classic and modern literatures, and in human interactions. As 
we learn the dynamics of navigating conflicting views in various contexts, we aspire 
to understand their mechanisms, to deal with conflicts effectively, and to transform 
difficult neighborhoods into more collaborative and supportive communities, foster
ing mutual respect and shared goals. 

-

-

The current book features original research studies that examine the semiotics 
and pragmatics of conflict in various discourses of borders and neighborhoods— 
geographical, political, ethnic, religious, and linguistic—as expressed in widely 
understood cultural texts. With this diverse scope in mind, we hope to cast a stone, 
suggesting that we understand and approach various conflicts in a more creative, 
humane, innovative, and objective manner. 

This book consists of five subsections. In the first section, we include articles that 
explore conflict, cultural identity, and unity across borders. Scholars explore various 
contexts, including the European Union after Brexit, the cultural narratives of the 
Estonian and Polish borders, and the borders in the Straits of Gibraltar. In the second 



   viii | PREFACE 

section, contributors examine various messages that convey conflicting opinions: 
opinions on athletes, opinions on rape victims, and opinions on criminals. In the 
third section of the book, academic and cultural analyses of messages in Russian are 
examined. The readers are to learn about generational struggles in Russian drama, 
Russophobia and dysphemism in Russian sports discourse, and the rhetoric used on 
Russian-Ukrainian war. In the fourth section, analyses of conflicts in classic and mod
ern literature are presented. Authors provide compelling analyses of the experiences 
of female migrants’ conflicts, examination of Kościuszko’s name in Byron’s poetry, 
inquiry of European Court on Human Rights referencing Shakespeare, and analysis 
of public discourse on the war in Ukraine. 

-

In the final section of the book, interpersonal conflict analysis examines conflict 
avoidance, the use of GIF images in conflictual messages, intrapersonal conflict strug
gles related to identities, and consensus and conflict in academic book reviews. We 
hope that the readers will find this edited book valuable in learning how conflict has 
been addressed in challenging neighborhoods and how we can enhance our approach  
to navigating conflicting views and values. 

-

The editors would also like to express our sincere gratitude to all the reviewers 
who contributed to the blind review process. All the reviewers’ input provided to the 
editors and contributors of this book was invaluable in making this publication pos
sible. We would like to thank Ms. Jaylin Thompson and Mr. Dan Elliot, who jointly 
designed the cover of the current book. Jaylin is a Master of Arts student, and Dan 
Elliot was a faculty member in the School of Arts and Design at the College of Fine 
Arts and Communication at East Carolina University. 

-

Lastly, the editors would like to thank all the people who made the Across Bor
ders X Conference possible. The biannual Across Borders conference started about 
two decades ago in the hope of establishing connections across borders to foster the 
exchange of scholarships in the arts, humanities, and social sciences. The connections  
were established in Europe but are now expanding to the rest of the world. The editors  
would like to thank everyone who assisted in establishing, supporting, and continuing  
the effort to sustain the Across Borders Conference. We, the editors, are thankful for 
its success, and we hope this effort continues. 

-
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C H A P T E R  O N E  |   G E R A R D  M C C A N N  

Borders, Brexit, and the Reconstitution of Europe 

Abstract 

European political culture has changed significantly in recent years. Working through  
a global recession, a pandemic, and the outbreak of interstate war, countries have  
struggled to get a process in place which can pivot politics into an environment  
where stability and prosperity are again bedrocks of European polity. Within a vola
tile context, European integration has—again—come under question as a method of  
intergovernmental engagement, with various ideological forces across the continent  
seeking disintegration and political realignment. Arguably, the basis of the post– 
Cold War consensus on peacebuilding has been undermined. This chapter looks  
at the sociopolitical pressures that European states are facing, and with particular  
reference to the withdrawal of the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union  
(EU), it will investigate reasons for the growth of euroscepticism. It will conclude  
by reviewing how the process of European integration has been compromised and  
examining points of intervention where European political life can reconstitute  
itself as a safeguarding entity for the diverse peoples of an increasingly polarized  
continent. 

-

Keywords: Europe, integration, Brexit, populism, reconstitution 

As a political and cultural entity, Europe has changed significantly over the past 
decade. Political turmoil, economic rebalancing, and demographic remapping have 
altered the continent in a manner not seen since the tumultuous conflagration at the 
close of the “First” Cold War. Questions over the free movement of people and the 
very nature of democracy itself have come to the fore, with shifting power balances 
and geopolitical disintegration all caught under the shadow of the most brutal war 
seen on European soil since 1945. Systemic changes and disruption in respect to gov
ernance, the (mis)management of borders and attempts at redefining the integrating 
process, have affected civil and political discourse alike. This article aims to analyze 
the backstory to this “reconstitution” of Europe with political divergence, populism, 
and border disputation at the fore. It will assess recent developments in political 

-
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culture and survey how a language of borders and “othering” is changing our under
standing of what modern Europe is or could be. 

-

With specific reference to the United Kingdom’s (UK) withdrawal from the Euro
pean Union (EU), it will reflect on the rationale of “ever closer union” and will voice 
a caution on neglecting—that is, not addressing—communitarian and nationalistic 
reflections, where competition over difference and isolationism could ferment con
ditions for future instability and conflict (Martill & Staigerm, 2018, pp. 1–18). Finally, 
with a more positive outlook, the paper will address the reimaging of Europe in the 
interests of a common destiny shaped by a more conventional idea of an open Euro
pean demos, where futures can be aligned and politics cohesive. A starting point is the  
comment by Robert Schuman that, “The European spirit signifies being conscious of 
belonging to a cultural family and to have a willingness to serve that community in 
the spirit of total mutuality, without any hidden motives of hegemony or the selfish 
exploitation of others” (Schuman, 1949). 

-

-

-

Functionality vs. Process 

The end of the Cold War played a significant role in the outworking of European 
integration. The period from mid-1989 onward witnessed the breakup of Central and 
Eastern Europe, marked by the consolidation of democratic cultures in some regions 
and the spiraling into conflict in others. The lifting of the borders following the Cold 
War facilitated an outward reach and interconnectivity across Europe which—at that 
point—accelerated efforts toward the harmonization of laws, merging economies, 
and a range of cross-border policy initiatives. In Strasbourg in December 1989, after 
witnessing the breakup of the Soviet Union, the European Community leaders issued 
a prophetic joint communiqué on the emerging political situation and the need for 
unity through uncertainty: “… the Community is and must remain as a point of ref
erence and influence. It remains the cornerstone of a new European architecture and, 
in its will to openness, a mooring for future European equilibrium” (quoted in Urwin,  
1995, p. 262; see also Rifkin, 2005, pp. 58–70). The challenges were evident from day 
one, with power becoming more fluid and societal tensions within member states 
increasingly accentuating differing visions of what Europe should look like. Even at 
this early configuration of a new European polity, there were diverging aspirations 
and understandings. 

-

Going through the 1990s, the language and posturing around European integration  
shifted somewhat, but it did so within a multicomplex policy environment where the 
social market and welfare focus of Brussels had to try to accommodate competing 
assertions on national identity, sovereignty and digressions on fundamental freedoms.  
The dissolution of the Soviet Union on December 26, 1991, coupled with the speed of 
the reunification of Germany and the transition of Central European countries from 
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command-state economies to market-driven systems, was laden with fault lines at 
every point (Swann, 2000, pp. 27–48). The transformation brought forward different 
notions of what integration actual meant, disrupting the Monnetian consensus that 
“Core”—Western—Europe had held since the 1950s. Political interests from the East 
centered around the opening up of economic opportunities in developing European 
regions, with the new vision coming through the lens of democratization with salient 
marketization—the free movement of people being the most impactful aspect of 
integration. The dismantling of the Iron Curtain brought with it ideological nuances 
which complicated the liberal bent of the EU as it had developed, with countries 
such as Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic (all joining in 2004) arriving with 
radically different solutions to the problems of the Community. There were disparate 
points of view emerging at a very move from aspirant member states, coupled with 
establishment resolve among the institutions in Brussels. John Gillingham, in his epic 
European Integration 1950–2003: Superstate or New Market Economy?, highlighted the 
political imbalances at this time and the stratification that had come to permeate the 
integration process: 

Their power and prestige suffered, strength turned into weakness, and governmen
tal authority waned. Scope for independent action on the domestic front dimin
ished. As a result, at the European level, summit after summit ended in discord, 
gridlock, or nothing at all. The word had to substitute for the deed, debasing polit
ical currencies on both sides of the former Iron Curtain and leading to disillusion
ment and division. (Gillingham, 2003, p. 305) 

-
-

-
-

The new “order” may have extended the EU’s reach and helped balance political and 
economic systems in most former communist countries, but it also complicated the 
composition of the continent as a liberal, cosmopolitan entity. 

Post–Cold War European society had been characterized by a general optimism and  
the adoption of competitive market-based economies—albeit within a Key nesian/ 
Monnetian model of economic integration. In the 1990s, for those on a path to mem
bership of the EU, this was highly appealing. The EU established political and eco
nomic participatory obligations, such as those laid out in the Copenhagen Criteria 
of 1993, requiring new member states to adopt recognized standards and guarantees, 
democratic principles, fundamental rights, a compatible rule of law, and a functioning  
market economy. In return, they were welcomed into the largest economic bloc on 
earth with financial support to enhance commercial and financial integration. The 
functionalistic aspects of this “top-down” form of integration did not go unnoticed 
and, indeed, had been flagged up before. One voice of caution came from sociologist 
and renowned UK Peer, Ralf Dahrendorf, who anticipated tremors in the architecture  
of the Community in his early analysis Plädoyer für die Europäische Union (Plea for the 
European Union) (Dahrendorf, 1973, pp. 76–85), where he warned of the alienation 

-
-
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of large numbers of people from the idea of “Union” if the system remained central
ized and determinate. Very observantly, the process, with its fluidity, needed to take 
into account the nuances of difference and the desperate nature of European society, 
political culture needed to be recognized. The ubiquitous concept of Europe needed 
to be enhanced, but it also needed to be skillfully adaptively inclusive. There was an 
opportunity in the 1990s to reimagine this integrating Europe through the energy of 
eastern European people and their aspirations. The opportunity was there to capture 
the diverse, mercurial nature of European polity. At this point, it quite possibly missed  
a bridge to the processional aspects of integration, a moment which would have given 
space to alternative or reserved attitudes to the pace of change. 

-

Furthermore, through its disjointed approach, the EU (paradoxically) saved the 
nation state as it had evolved postwar, flaws and all. Alan Milward, in The European  
Rescue of the Nation State, noted this feature of the confusion of a multispeed Europe. 
It was, in his view, “A part of that post-war rescue of the European nation state, because  
the new political consensus on which this rescue was built required the process of 
integration, the surrender of limited areas of national sovereignty to the suprana
tion” (Milward, 2000, pp. 3–4; see also Rusmussen & Knudsen, 2009, pp. 85–99). 
Significantly, the Maastricht Treaty (1992) asserted the European Union’s systemic 
and functionalist nature further while the push for deeper integration fueled Brus
sels’ aim of globalization and its desire to compete on the global stage. Arguably, the 
Brexit juggernaut in the UK began at this point. As more nationalities joined the EU 
and its multicultural society began to anticipate greater cooperation, mobility, and 
connectivity—there surfaced a counterculture in which significant numbers of the 
EU’s citizenry were ill at ease. 

-

-

In  Europe as I See It, Romani Prodi, the former head of the European Commission 
and one of the architects of the European Union going into the new century, let it be 
known that there was an awareness that functionality with a lack of subsidiarity could 
generate sociopolitical disintegration, “alienation,” that would stack up problems for 
the future of an already stretched process of integration. 

In some ways, politics seem powerless to help in the face of these new problems 
that are shared by all European countries. Citizens accuse politicians of having lost 
contact with society and of taking decisions affecting the common good on the 
basis of oligarchical and inefficient practices. This poses the risk of the gradual 
alienation of individuals from their institutions and the generation of radicalism 
or apathy. (Prodi, 2000, p. 2) 

From Values to Realignment 

The shifting geopolitical map of Europe in the 2000s was increasingly reflecting the 
complexities of the post–Cold War world, pushing European countries to deepen all 
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aspects of policy coherence in order to compete in a coordinated way on the global 
stage. It was believed that this would allow member states to leverage collective power  
to negotiate as a bloc with other global powers—particularly the United States and 
China (Eichengreen, 2007, pp. 406–413). Indeed, globalization made cooperation 
across borders essential, building a global role for the Community, but it also carried 
with it the price of further distancing Brussels’ mechanisms of power from regional 
and local exigencies. 

Political divergence could be seen in the efforts to create a European Constitution 
from 2001 onward (culminating in the signing of the Treaty of Lisbon on December 13,  
2007), an attempt to make the EU more coherent and unified in response to ongoing 
“external” threats. While the Constitution failed to gain support in referenda in France  
and the Netherlands, thus collapsing the whole strategy, the Lisbon Treaty (coming 
into force on December 1, 2009) picked up its mantle to address some of the concerns 
about EU governance, its global role and decision-making structures. As a corollary 
to that, public debates over issues such as sovereignty, national identity, and indeed 
integration gained momentum and led to regional introspection on the very notion 
of European unity. This contributed to the existing obstacles facing integration, the 
further rise of euroscepticism generally and the UK’s turmoil over a vote to “Leave” 
or “Remain” in the bloc. Treaty disputes flagged up recurring themes on regional and 
national difference. The Lisbon Treaty, arguably, accentuated recognizable fault-lines 
in European democracy that had been there, but were being continually glossed over. 
This was commented on as early as 2002 by Mikael af Malmborg and Bo Stråth in The  
Meaning of Europe: 

Established differences in national and macro-regional self-understanding influ
ence attitudes towards European integration. Patterns of history are in no way 
deterministic, but Europhile versus Europhobe national discourses can predispose 
some nations to react mainly positively and others negatively towards the impo
sition of a European polity on the nation states. The ‘Europeanization’ of nation 
states is in part the outcome of deeply entrenched notions on Europe—as well 
as on the nation—is also deeply contested within the various national settings. 
(Malmborg and Bo Stråth, 2002, p. 13) 

-

-

Post–Cold War society may have provided solid justifications for European inte
gration, but it also had been vigorously contested, revealing stresses to the system  
and a prevailing, possibly elitist, concept of unity. The political shifts, the expansion  
of Westernized liberal democratic values and the rise of globalization were all key  
facets that drove European integration through to the signing of Lisbon, but it left  
as many contradictions in the process as solutions. Indeed, “storing up trouble for  
the future” has continually been a problem of design with flaws being embedded  
throughout the acquis communautaire since the emboldened days of Maastricht  
(Ludlow, 2009, p. 25). The process had been multifaceted, with differing ways of  

-
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identifying national positions across European societies, bringing forward varying  
options on the speed and depth of what was shaped by Brussels. Nonetheless, the  
post–Cold War period signaled a slowly integrating, increasingly hard fought for,  
Europe polity.  

Post–Cold War Europe emphasized human rights, the rule of law, democratic 
governance, peacebuilding and what the EU defined as a “Social Europe.” The EU 
was presented as an actor in promoting pillars of stability both within and beyond 
Europe, with its enlargement policy (“widening” and “deepening”) being shaped 
in a manner that would by intent strengthen democratic practices and protect the 
rights of minorities and marginalized groups. This period also witnessed the EU take 
a proactive role in foreign policy, supporting peacebuilding efforts in the Balkans and 
other post-Soviet regions. The conflict in the former Yugoslavia, in particular, was a 
pivotal moment, with a concerted voice from the member states of the EU seeking to 
promote stability through integration in the interests of peace. It became the default 
position on war that would reemerge with Ukrainian negotiations on EU member
ship during the struggle to liberate the country after Russia’s illegal invasion on 24 
February 2022. 

-

Social Europe, one of the pillars of European integration, may have given a depth to  
the process but it also had myriad implications with respect to cultural difference and 
diversity (Hantrais, 2007, pp. 1–23). “… for all the disappointment experienced by the 
EC’s social architects, some foundations have been laid down for a European house 
which is more than purely economic in character” (Wise & Gibb, 1993, p. 286). Over 
time, the idea of a unified Europe gained acceptance in many parts of civil society, 
particularly in Western Europe, where citizens had come to embrace the benefits and 
ideals of multiculturalism. Other regions of the EU, particularly in the Mediterranean 
periphery, which was struggling with people trafficking and illegal migration, were less  
sanguine. These reservations were to gain momentum as the crises over migration 
rolled out, with 2015–16 being a notable period of change in this regard. Challenges 
coalesced where immigration, economic inequality, xenophobia and a rise in popu
lism across many countries provoked divergent and often disruptive political voices. 
In the round, the EU had to balance progress laden with identity politics and angry 
voices on national sovereignty, leading to tensions in member states and euroscepti
cism in just about every jurisdiction. Key values were being questioned for the first 
time since World War II, in a change of public attitudes. 

-

-

Since the mid-2010s, dissident political movements had been emerging, engender
ing a significant rethink by many of the purpose and meaning of European integration  
and the nature of its unification. The causes of this shift had been rippling across the 
continent for many years, but a few reasons stand out. In the early 1990s, in  Single Mar
ket to Social Europe, Mark Wise and Richard Gibb had registered a “schism” evident 

-

-
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across Europe and highlighted a problematic deficit in the democratic system, with 
all the dangers that would entail: 

Indeed, there are sometimes signs that a dangerous gulf is opening up between polit
ical leaders who have adopted a European vision and their general publics which are  
still largely operating within purely national frames of thought … But if those with  
federalist ambitions fail, what alternative future can the peoples of Europe expect?  
All the old centrifugal forces in Europe, which have caused such massive destruction  
in this century, might easily be rekindled. (Wise & Gibb, 1993, p. 313) 

-

Euroscepticism has not only been about criticizing the EU and its institutions; it has 
also been a manifestation of long-standing opinions on sovereignty, centralized eco
nomic control, and the perceived overreach of EU governance. As a result of this, all 
member states have witnessed a rise in new social movements that questioned or 
rejected the EU’s authority and articulated rhetoric that sought to “regain” control 
over domestic politics. The consolidation of influence by political voices from this 
perspective within national legislatures—advocating a resetting of the postwar ideo
logical consensus or calling for referenda “in” or “out”—became the norm in Euro
pean political life. Furthermore, questioning the liberal democratic principles that 
shaped the EU became a destabilizing and disruptive feature, envisaging an emascu
lated integration process and a weakened institutional and legal base. It also marked 
the reemergence of a particularly assertive brand of nationalism which could use the 
integration process as a point of opposition. Many political theorists had warned 
about the possibility of emboldened neo-nationalism. By the 2010s, this ideology 
had been again mainstreamed across the European political landscape—with its cen
tral target being “ever closer union” (Hobsbawn, 1992, pp. 177–192; Anderson, 1991,  
pp. 5–7; Billig, 1995, pp. 60–92; Gellner, 1983, pp. 137–143; Puri, 2004, pp. 22–32). 

-

-
-

-

-

Rebalancing Europe: The Brexit Effect 

The most notable example of this process of de-Europeanization was dramatically 
witnessed with the success of the British “Brexiteer” movement. The UK’s exit from 
the EU after the June 23, 2016, referendum was perhaps the most disruptive fulcrum 
in the history of the EU. For most, it was an unexpected shock: 

Despite the multiple crises in which the Union finds itself embroiled, neither publics  
nor authorities had fully comprehended the probability of ‘Brexit’. Unprecedented 
in nature, the vote shook whatever remained of the once preponderant  telos   of 
European integration—encapsulated in the symbolic, if legally vacuous, Treaty 
commitment to ‘ever closer’ union—to the core. (Martill & Staiger, 2018, p. 1) 
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Driven by a combination of economic disruption, the ineffective management 
of immigration, and attacks on governmental leadership, the decision to leave frus
trated the continent’s historical settlement on integration. It also set the precedent 
for other populist “exit” movements in countries (notably in Italy, France, Poland, 
and Hungary) where Eurosceptic parties gained ground, advocating stronger sov
ereignty, reerecting borders by means contrary to the “open” Schengen Agreement, 
and demeaning the EU’s liberal norms. Italy’s Fratelli d’Italia and Rassemblement 
National in France, for example—as with the UK Independence Party (UKIP), polit
ically profited from skepticism. 

-

-

-

From that baseline, political movements could be built focusing on perceived 
national weaknesses and impoverishment, with Brussels to blame. Indeed, Hungary’s 
prime minister, Viktor Orbán, leader of Fidesz, garnered a majority government as 
the most outspoken critic of EU policies, remaining at odds with EU institutions and 
pro-EU governments, yet paradoxically drawing heavily from EU structural support. 
With the emergence of euroscepticism, the digital revolution and advancements in 
communication technologies provided alternative means of media and communica
tion, brokering new fronts over just about every aspect of European politics. The abil
ity to marshal a lobby instantly across borders, linking in with like-minded advocates, 
for or against, combined with increased travel opportunities within the Schengen 
Area, fostered on one side a sense of European identity and interconnectedness, and 
on the other suspicion and discord. Working through from the Lisbon Treaty’s road
map for integration, the demarcation lines had been consolidated across the Union, 
certainly from the point where the Treaty was being ratified. The political battle 
around Brexit had been in place from this point onward, even though there had been a  
long history of suspicion of Brussels in British politics. Interestingly, while skepticism 
emanated predominantly from the Right (in particular, Margaret Thatcher through 
to Boris Johnson), there were also powerful voices from the Left of the spe ctrum—as 
can be seen from this December 29, 1974, comment in a letter to his constituents 
by Tony Benn, onetime grandee of the UK’s governing Labour Party (a party which 
seemed integrationist throughout its history): 

-
-

-

British membership of the Community, by permanently transferring sovereign 
legislative and financial powers to Community Authorities, who are not directly 
elected by the British people, also permanently insulates those Authorities from 
direct control by the British electors who cannot dismiss them and whose views, 
therefore, need to carry no weight with them and whose grievances they cannot be 
compelled to remedy. (Benn, 1974, p. 40) 

By the 2020s, populist/Eurosceptic movements had galvanized political discourse 
across many European nations. Lobby and single cause movements intertwined with 
nationalist actors to stress the need to protect national identity, close economies, and 
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reject perceived threatening external influences. In this trajectory of politics, the EU 
became an easy target for the denigration of its policies and institutions. 

There was also the resurgence of cultural sensitivities around the idea of multicul
turalism and a growing fear of losing local, religious and cultural aspects of national 
life due to what some labeled “wokeism.” There was the disjointed mess that became 
the management of EU migration policy, leading to a rise in “nativist,” often xeno
phobic, rhetoric. The leaders of far-Right populist groups agitated on the difficulties 
between local identity and broader European unity, with the migrant crisis becom
ing a major trigger to accelerate the growth of these movements, with many political 
leaders—often from long established parties—expressing fears about (perceived) 
“threats” from “others.” Multiculturalism could be framed as a challenge to “native” 
ways of life. The ideological nuances played a distinct role in strengthening exit
minded sentiments, where populist leaders were seemingly apoplectic in their oppo
sition to EU-led immigration policies. 

-

-

-

-
-

In the UK, immigration was repeatedly highlighted as the key reason for the way 
the Brexit referendum ended up, with the Leave vote eventually tipping the balance 
against a Remain vote. The surprise of this was that it went against every significant 
political, economic, cultural, educational, and security opinion in the UK at that 
time—June 2016. On the eve of the referendum: 

•  Every previous prime minister and opposition leader in the UK wanted to 
remain in the EU. 

•  Every parliamentary party—bar the small Northern Irish Democratic Union
ist Party—wanted to remain in. 

-

•  All other 27 leaders in the EU wanted the UK to remain in. 
•  Barack Obama and the USA wanted the UK to remain in. 
•  All major business leaders wanted to remain in, including the Confederation 

of British Industries (CBI) and Institute of Directors (IoD). 
•  All university vice-chancellors wanted to remain in. 
•  All trade unions wanted to remain in. 
•  All security organizations (MI5/MI6) wanted to remain in. 
•  Even the bookmakers favored a Remain vote (predicting an 80% chance of a 

Remain win [William Hill]). 

The arguments on behalf of the status quo were, most thought, undeniable. The 
emerging counterbalance, fixated on personality politics, scattered through social 
media bubbles, were peppered with repeated slogans (“Get Brexit Done,” “Take 
Back Control,” “Leave Means Leave”) and arguments that a lot of the UK population 
seemed to be able to relate to. From a more intellectual position, Conservative Daniel 
Hannan, in Why Vote Leave, summed up why many in Britain were swayed into an 
anti-EU, anti-integration, anti-migrant position: 
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Instead of the rule of law, we have the imperative of political union: when the dots 
and commas of the treaties stand in the way of deeper integration, they are unhesi
tatingly set aside. Instead of parliamentary democracy, we’re governed by unelected  
officials who reach their decisions in secret, often after being lobbied by vested 
interests. Instead of personal liberty, we have a mass of pettifogging regulation that 
makes us poorer as well as less free. (Hannan, 2016, p. xiv) 

-

Economic factors have also been present throughout this political realignment of 
Europe. The Eurozone crisis, austerity measures imposed by EU institutions, and 
the uneven benefits of European regional policy led to widespread dissatisfaction, 
particularly in Southern European countries such as Greece, Spain, and Portugal. The  
rollout of the austerity measures that all governments imposed after the 2008 global 
financial crisis (which was notably severe in the UK) remained a live issue long after 
the recession was over. People felt the reduced standard of living with the resultant 
depreciation of the quality of life and were receptive to the politics of blame. Gov
ernmental policies were seen by critics as prioritizing fiscal discipline over national 
welfare, which in turn fueled anti-EU sentiment. Rational analysis was lost in the fog 
of social media, while national governments struggled to argue the case for Brus
sels. Furthermore, there was a growing belief that the benefits of EU integration were 
not being evenly distributed across Europe, where wealthier regions in Core Europe, 
comprising the triangle running from Frankfurt to London to Paris, were seen as 
benefiting from EU privilege, while poorer regions, the peripheries and southern 
regions, were facing recurrent economic stagnation, underinvestment and continual 
high unemployment. This led to a feeling among many of alienation and resentment, 
highly exploitable as political currency. 

-

-

What seemed to be happening through the 2010s was that political realignments 
were intersecting with deeper social rifts. The EU’s emphasis on multiculturalism 
and a quickly evolving human rights architecture, provoked push-back from parts 
of the population that felt these policies threaten traditional values. Cultural conser
vatism gained political traction against a highly assertive liberalism, the hegemony, 
with many exit movements drawing support from broader sensitivities and religious 
conservatism. This could be seen in regions of the EU where Christian churches, par
ticularly in Central and Eastern member states, non-contrite or evangelical churches, 
registered resistance to the EU’s advocacy of progressive social policies, including 
LGBTQ+ rights and religious and gender equality. These lobbies attracted historically  
placid apolitical demographic groups to rail against what they viewed as a “immoral” 
liberalism emanating from Brussels. Ironically, in the larger Western churches, there 
has always been a guarded approval of integration. Lécile Leconte, in Understanding  
Euroscepticism (2010), noted this paradox: 

-

-

Churches certainly remain globally supportive of European integration … leav
ing aside value-based Euroscepticism (which is mostly expressed by the Catholic 

-
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clergy), church questioning about the role of religion in the integration process 
raises two important issues. First, they point to the risk that the EU may be increas
ingly perceived as a mere market … Second, they raise the issue of a growing athe
ism and its impact on support for the integration process. Indeed, it has been found  
that, among younger Europeans especially, atheism is correlated with lower levels 
of support for European integration. (Leconte, 2010, p. 227) 

-
-

While the political and cultural divides within countries and across the EU have 
become more pronounced, as reflected in voting patterns, another fracture became 
patently obvious. Urban areas, with their more diverse and cosmopolitan populations,  
tended to be more pro-European, while rural areas are more often than not Euroscep
tic. This divide exposed geographic cultural shifts in Europe, where rural ways of life 
are confronted by urbanized, globalized values. This became very evident with the ref
erenda on the European Constitution in France and the Netherlands as early as 2005 
but can be seen in every election across the EU since. Cities with larger, more diverse 
population concentrations almost without exception support parties that are pro-EU,  
whereas rural areas have garnered support around the more populist and nationalistic  
parties (CISE, 2025; EU, 2025). This was very evident in the Brexit referendum, where  
London, Manchester and Liverpool—the biggest cities—were strongly Remain while  
the most rural of areas, the farming communities of the south-west and midlands, 
voted Leave. Birmingham as a large city, interestingly, bucked this trend by voting to 
leave by 1%, reflecting the peculiar socio-economic demographic makeup that that 
city faces—Birmingham is a “superdiverse” city, with a sizeable majority of the popu
lation coming from non-British backgrounds. 

-

-

-

The response from Brussels to the success of the Brexit lobby was a mixture of dis
belief and sadness, almost as if it was at the beginning of a process of reversal. While 
there was a window left open for a UK return to the fold at some point, a moment of 
reflection looked at why so many saw the EU project as unappealing or even damaging  
(the UK officially left on December 31, 2020, after a period of “transition”). The break 
in faith and the breach in trust did not go without comment. European Commission 
President Ursula Von Der Leyen, in a lecture titled “Old friends, new beginnings: 
Building another future for the EU-UK partnership,” at the London School of Eco
nomics on January 8, 2020, commented: 

-

-

But the truth is that our partnership cannot and will not be the same as before.  
And it cannot and will not be as close as before—because with every choice comes 
a consequence. With every decision comes a trade-off. Without the free move
ment of people, you cannot have the free movement of capital, goods and services.  
Without a level playing field on environment, labour, taxation and state aid, you  
cannot have the highest quality access to the world’s largest single market. The  
more divergence there is, the more distant the partnership has to be. (Von der  
Leyen, 2020) 

-
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In fear of other exit movements, European leaders called for reforms to make the 
EU more attractive in the new world order, more flexible, responsive, and democrat
ically aware—with Europeanization being the formal response to the rising tide of 
Euroscepticism. Suggested interventions aimed to address some of the concerns that 
fueled exit movements, without leading to disintegration. Ernst Hass, the American 
political scientist from Berkeley, made an interesting observation on the vacillating 
outcomes of this model of democracy which suggested—in the European context— 
that a reset in the product of integration would be prudent. He noted that, “The ontol
ogy is ‘soft’ rational choice: societal actors, in seeking to realize their value-derived 
interests, will choose whatever means are made available by the prevailing democratic  
order. If thwarted they will rethink their values, redefine their interests, and choose 
new means to realize them” (Haas, 2006, p. 439). Euroscepticism has been one of 
those means. As Europe grapples with its position in an increasingly polarized world, 
and with a second Cold War creating a new Iron Curtain across the continent, the 
tension between nationalism and the need for a renewed vision of Europe is likely to 
remain a defining cause for European politics into the foreseeable future. 

-

-

The UK’s decision to leave the EU also raised fundamental questions about inter
state relations. Brexit sparked quite an angry debate about the future of the bloc, 
leading some countries to reconsider the benefits of deeper union while others still 
advocated for more federalism to avoid further fragmentation. For the first time 
since the Schengen negotiations, borders became an issue of intense debate. EU bor
ders were invariably affected by the manner in which the UK exited, with an almost 
instant disruption to trade and investment (Solanke, 2023, pp. 442–452; Mindus, 2017,   
pp. 77–79). By design, the UK’s withdrawal from the bloc created barriers to trade, 
new tariffs, regulatory hurdles, and the return of customs checks. Borders reemerged 
that had not been witnessed in a generation, with the Irish border region bringing for
ward the most awkward of mechanisms to find a solution, ending in the establishment  
of an Irish Sea border between Great Britain (England, Scotland, and Wales) and 
the EU, of which Northern Ireland remained as an integral part of the single market 
(The Windsor Framework; see also McAleese, 2017). It caused a reconfiguration of 
interstate relationships, especially among sectors wanting to “game” the single market.  
Problems with inflation, scarcity of produce, protectionism and key worker emigra
tion all reverberated across regions linked to the withdrawn UK. London, which was 
previously a major financial hub within the EU, migrated significant financial activities  
to other European cities, with Dublin, Frankfurt, Paris, and Amsterdam benefiting 
from the outflow. Indeed, the Dublin government and its financial sector set up thou
sands of desks in anticipation of specialist worker “flight” from London. The outcome  
of this was that it served to weaken the integration of financial markets across Europe 
and not only the UK. 

-

-

-

-

-

Historically, the UK was an important actor within EU governance, a power broker  
on a level with France and Germany, particularly in the design of policies relating to 
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migration, trade, foreign affairs and regulatory frameworks. Its departure meant the 
EU had to adjust its policies without one of its largest and most influential members. 
In that, it forced the EU to reconsider how it functioned and how to maintain cohe
sion among its remaining members. One consequence was an increased push among 
the most vocal advocates of integration within the EU Council to deepen integration 
in certain areas (such as defense, tax harmonization, climate change mitigation, and 
digital technology), while others considered slowing the process to focus on internal 
state unity. An ironic effect of Brexit has been that progressive integration is back 
on the table for discussion: “This re-politicisation of the European project, and the 
opening up of public debate on the question of Europe’s future, represent positive 
developments for European politics, wherever one lies on key ideological fault lines” 
(Martill & Stieger, 2018, p. 264). In the wake of Brexit, many EU leaders have used the 
opportunity to reaffirm the importance of European core values and the rationale for 
integration—with the war in Ukraine energizing many into the realization that the 
founding principles of the Union around sustainable peace and building prosperity 
were as relevant as ever. One of the post-Brexit trends has been a growing emphasis 
on European strategic autonomy. This has encouraged efforts to reduce reliance on 
external powers (including the US and China) and to develop a more cohesive Euro
pean policy framework. 

-

-

While Brexit was largely seen as an isolating event—the impact on the UK econ
omy has been a warning to all. A recurrent fear in Brussels has been that it may 
embolden anti-EU sentiment and lead to further fragmentation. As a result of the divi
sions exposed by Brexit, some EU leaders have called for “differentiated integration” 
(DI)—a model where different countries participate at different speeds and varying 
levels of involvement in EU policies, with some opting out of certain areas of inte
gration. Alexander Stubb, the former prime minister of Finland, argued the case for 
such a mechanism in that it could carry member states along at different paces, with 
borders dissolving absolutely in some cases and national sensitivities being retained 
to varying degrees in others. Stubb spoke of multispeed, variable geometry, and à 
la carte ways of being a member of the EU (Stubb, 1996, pp. 283–295). Such ideas 
reemerged post-Brexit under the banner of a two speed Europe. The concept was 
there to an extent previously, but a formalized structure around this could prove to 
be problematic in that it is exactly what the UK had—outside the Eurozone, outside 
Schengen, and recessionary support initiatives among other things—and it still left. 

-

-

-

One unexpected result of Brexit was the level of political convergence among most 
member states at governmental level. The great disrupter of the integration process, 
the UK, was out of the conversation and those remaining could engage in what for 
a time post-Brexit became a very federalistic dialogue on the future of the EU. With 
Brexit, the EU also could increasingly focus on expanding its core of committed mem
bers, old and new, while distancing itself from more reluctant countries. Since Brexit, 
it has meant advancing accession negotiations with potential new member states, 

-
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especially those in Central and Eastern Europe, and states which would be favorable 
to progressive integration (Ukrainian accession being of special interest). Problemat
ically, as the core consolidated its base, a growing distrust of EU institutions and key 
figures promoting integration sparked onto the stage—with Ursula Von Der Leyen, 
Emmanuel Macron, and Angela Merkel becoming particular targets of criticism. Lack  
of subsidiarity remained a problem. Over the years, there had been a growing divide 
between EU institutions and ordinary citizens, with many feeling disconnected from 
key decision-making processes in Brussels. As suggested in the point on the urban/ 
rural divide, subsidiarity has been left neglected by established politics. A lack of trust 
complicated the push for deeper integration, as people resisted the further consoli
dation of power at institutional level. Helen Wallace, in European  Integration  After  
Amsterdam, anticipated these systemic problems clearly: 

-

-

… changes in the context and conditions for integration; variations in the objec
tives of actors; differences in the interests of the actors; controversies about which 
values and norms should be embedded in the process; debates about the feasible 
and desirable policy scope for shared regimes; and questioning of the institutional 
rules and practices through which to develop policy regimes. (Wallace, 2000,  
p. 178) 

-

These problems still remain, yet Brussels has leverage enough to foster intercul
tural dialogue, a sociology of integration, if it had the political will to do so. Many 
European cities are global models for intercultural living, where citizens from dif
ferent backgrounds integrate successfully, cultivating a sense of belonging, and as 
the EU slogan goes, creating “unity in diversity.” EU initiatives invariably helped 
create understanding and diminish prejudice. And then there is the nuanced reg
ulation of the  media, which plays a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of 
other cultures and peoples, with the power to accentuate differences or engender 
interdependence. The growing presence of diverse media outlets—the anarchy of 
social media—and the representation of minorities in mainstream media can con
tribute to reducing stereotypes and promoting a more inclusive narrative d ifferences 
or engender into a “hostile environment”—a term synonymous with Brexit. 

-

-

-

-

Futures and Solutions 

The concept of an “ever closer union” has once again been circulating around intra
community tensions, while the narrative on borders has shifted dramatically. Where 
once the priority was on removing barriers and obstacles to the harmonization of 
relationships, recent years have seen a renewed emphasis on sovereignty. Change is 
resonating in political rhetoric across the continent—coupled with varying degrees 
of “othering” against migrant communities and newcomers. For many, especially in 
the context of a new Cold War and the enforced migration of millions of Europeans 

-
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westward, European integration can be seen as a key element in ensuring peaceful 
cooperation. The post-Brexit scenario has raised concerns about the potential desta
bilizing effects on European unity, particularly in terms of security, borders, the wea
ponization of refugees, and the importance of the EU as an international guarantor 
of peace and a diplomatic force. 

-
-

Brexit and European integration emanated from the same political source, and 
both have had profound impacts on social and cultural perceptions on the continent. 
These two interconnected phenomena have shaped identities, relationships, and the 
everyday experiences for many individuals—especially in countries that joined the 
EU after the fall of the Berlin Wall, where EU membership became implicit to their 
sense of freedom. European integration offered a sense of belonging to a broader com
munity, and the idea of a European identity became normalized. In the UK, alterna
tively, the EU was seen by many as an external force, as debates about Britishness 
versus Europeanization intensified. For the 48% of Britons who voted Remain and 
perceived themselves to be EU citizens, the way the vote went was a removal of their 
citizenship, negating the basic rights they held through the acquis communautaire: to 
live, work, and study across borders, or to live as citizens in other member states. For 
the 52% who voted Leave, their motives were essentially about “control” (on the legal 
implications, see Mindus, 2017, pp. 85–95). 

-
-

Another effect of Brexit has been the accentuated divide between the UK’s 
devolved regions, with tensions emerging over perceptions of inequality and feelings 
of economic marginalization and being left behind in the fight between London and 
Brussels (Birrell & Gray, 2017, pp. 778–779). In many deprived areas of England, in 
particular, Brexit was linked with a protest vote against what many believed to be Brus
sels depriving England of investment. In Scotland and Northern Ireland—devolved 
regions that were avidly Remain—the vote ironically sparked debates about the 
breakup of the UK, Scotland’s independence from the UK, and the reunification of 
Ireland. The vote revealed deep regional divides within the UK, replete with sharp 
oppositions between different generations, cultural tensions, and competing social 
classes (McAleese, 2017). For example, older generations, who were often more nos
talgic for a time before the EU, tended to favor leaving, while younger people, who 
had experienced opportunities through European mobility and multiculturalism, saw  
themselves as Europeans, and tended to support staying within the EU. In a twist of 
legacy, the UK’s exit from the EU affected sectors of the economy that were usually 
the preserve of the young—study, mobility, research, arts funding, and educational 
exchanges such as the Erasmus + program. With the latter, a significant feature within 
higher education and opportunities for young people, mobility disappeared almost 
instantly. The upshot has been that musicians, artists, tech entrepreneurs, and stu
dents (predominantly preserves of the young) have expressed frustration over the 
increased bureaucratic and logistical barriers that limit their ability to participate in 
European cultural and educational life. 

-

-

-
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There is of course the rollercoaster of the European economic system which has 
been the stabilizing mechanism for peaceful intercommunity relations. Indeed, the 
Eurozone continues to evolve, moving toward deeper financial and fiscal integration. 
While economic disparities between richer northern states and southern Europe still 
exist, and while fiscal limitations imposed by EU rules continue to irritate smaller 
economies, the transfer of structural and regional funds has proved to be a rebalancing  
factor, which for the exit movement has was always a problem. Brexit was a serious 
shock to a system that may not have been perfect, but it was evidently developmental. 
Post-Brexit Britain still struggles with the highly visible benefits of EU membership— 
membership had been economically prudent for the UK. 

The wider impact of economic developments following Brexit is of much concern, 
especially the potential consequences for wages, employment, standards of living 
and particular important economic activities such as the agri-food industries and 
the associated well-being of rural communities. (Birrell & Gray, 2017, p. 779) 

Ongoing economic recovery strategies from the Great Recession of 2008–2010 and  
adjustment post-COVID-19, as well as global economic uncertainties such as energy  
supply volatility, the climate crisis and Russian wars, will be significant tests for coor
dinating economic integration. That said, continued efforts to strengthen the EU’s  
single market through innovation, developing the skills economy and investing in its  
digital economy could still act as drivers for stability. For most people in the EU, the  
ideal of a Social Europe remains alive, particularly for those who are marginalized or  
peripheral to economic activity. There have been significant risks with actual exit as  
we have seen, with effects showing realignment at all levels of EU polity, including  
the erosion of economic interdependence, breaking conventional political alliances,  
and cultural divergence. Importantly within the maelstrom of exiting, the principal  
of subsidiarity has been fundamentally compromised, with knock-on effects for  
social policy in terms of ensuring human rights-based approaches to policymaking,  
equal opportunities, labor rights, and social security. In hindsight and with the lat
ter taken into account, increased transparency, genuine dialogue with citizens, along  
with reforms to EU institutions could help address concerns around Euroscepticism,  
advancing a more inclusive EU that listens to the voices of its citizens to reimagine  
integration. 

-

-

Conclusion 

The European integration process has always been a complex and dynamic entity, 
balancing diverse cultures, languages, and political histories. In the past decade, this 
tapestry of interests has undergone significant transformation, driven largely by polit
ical realignments and influenced by economic volatility. Among other things, these 

-
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changes have brought forward questions about border security, democratic intent, and  
identity. Populism, as a renewed political force, has propelled these questions to the 
forefront of the Community discourse. To get a good appreciation of the backstory 
there is a need to constantly review Europe’s constitutional basis—its rationale— 
and the principles which underlie integration, to assess how these developments are 
reshaping our understanding of Europe and its people. At its core it is about peace and  
prosperity, and quite possibly this mission has slipped. In an exceptional address to 
the Council of Europe on October 11, 2022, then Irish President Michael D. Higgins 
brought the dilemma of Europe’s future into focus with reference to its past: 

Achieving a vibrant democracy requires that we engage citizens meaningfully, inclu
sively, comprehensively in an understanding and commitment to human rights. We  
need to anticipate challenges before they become crises and indeed before they 
become disasters, and use all the tools available, traditionally and currently, to us. 
How remarkable it is that in recent times we, given our European intellectual her
itage, have enabled the neglect of philosophy to test our assumptions and indeed 
anthropology to inform us on diversity and difference. These disciplines have had 
the potential to offer us so much to our present circumstances in understanding 
and anticipating the crises of our contemporary times, including those sourced 
in ethnic, linguistic or historical bases. I put forward today the case for returning 
to the use of tools such as anthropology in Europe as … means of promoting a 
deeper understanding of diversity and cultural difference, and indeed anticipating 
potential conflicts … It is a time to make the case for solidarity, protection and 
possibilities. (Higgins, Council of Europe, 2022) 

-

-

The end of the Cold War marked a new chapter for the peoples of Europe, char
acterized by the hope of integration and socioeconomic inclusion. For many, the 
EU became the symbol of a new era, acting in solidarity, growing from a regional 
economic community into a political and economic entity of unprecedented global 
reach. Early successes after the eastward enlargement, such as the introduction of the 
euro and the periodic accession of Central European countries, painted a picture of a 
continent moving steadily toward unity. The journey has, however, been meandering 
and challenged at every point, as can be seen with the legal patchwork that is the acquis  
communitarie. Indeed, Brexit, the greatest signal act of protest in the EU’s 70 years, 
was as much a challenge to the ideal of a unified Europe as it was an advocation of an 
independent UK. Surviving this “shock” provides an insight into the resilience of the 
constitutional base and the process. 

-

International organisations “die” more often than may be imagined, but this is 
unlikely to be the fate of the EU. If the average age of an intergovernmental organi
sation is twenty-three years, the EU demonstrates a high level of good basic health: 

-
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at sixty, it has already outlived many international organisations. This is perhaps 
proof that it is indeed more than a traditional organisation under international law. 
(Solanke, 2023, p.63) 

Understanding Europe’s present and future requires reflection on its past. Histor
ical memory plays a crucial role in shaping its political discourse. The lessons of the 
20th century, particularly the dangers of nationalism and isolationism, must inform 
policymaking, Europe’s history of conflict underscoring the importance of cooper
ation and unity. The wisdom and learning are in the history to be drawn from. On 
Wednesday, February 16, 2000,  Václav Havel spoke to the European Parliament in 
Strasbourg: 

-

-

In my view, the main European values, as shaped by the turbulent spiritual and 
political history of Europe, and as adopted by other parts of the world, or at least 
some parts of the world, are obvious. Respect for the individual and for … free
doms, … rights and … dignity, the principle of solidarity, equality before the law 
and the rule of law, protection of all ethnic minorities, democratic institutions, sep
aration of the legislative, executive and judicial estates, political pluralism, respect 
for private property and free enterprise, a market economy and the development 
of the civil society. The form which these values currently assume naturally reflects 
countless modern European experiences, including the fact that our continent is 
becoming a main multicultural crossroads. (Havel, 2000) 

-

-

The reintegration of Europe, its reimagining, faces both challenges and opportu
nities. While Europe has demonstrated resilience in the face of recent turbulence, 
such as the pandemic, the war in Ukraine, or Brexit, future reintegration depends 
on navigating political divisions, strengthening cultural ties and fostering equitable 
economic convergence. There is hope for a more united Europe, but it will require 
substantial effort to overcome current obstacles and adapt to new global realities. By 
reflecting on its history and embracing innovative approaches to integration, Europe 
can continue to evolve as a unified, yet diverse, entity. Recent history challenges us 
to rethink our understanding of the European project and to consider how best to 
navigate the complexities of a continent constantly in flux. 

-
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Borders of Perception in Estonian and  
Polish Cultural Narratives 

Abstract 

The contemporary buzzwords—globalization, transnationality, and fluid id entities— 
stress the ephemerality of geographical and cultural borders. The present-day inter
national relations give evidence of the blurring of borders between geographical 
and political regions, but at the same time the ever-present conflicts that arise at the 
ephemeral borders indicate that not much has changed in the attitudes of people. We 
are still sensitive to potential differences and at a constant lookout for danger that 
these might bring along. At the same time, it is clear that the notion of geographi
cal location carries a slightly different meaning for people who live today than it did 
for people who lived 100 years ago. This paper will explore the limits of vernacular 
geographical perception in Poland and Estonia, focusing on their mutual neighbors 
and invaders: Germans and Russians. This will allow mapping both Estonianness 
and Polishness as well as the imaginary and actual borders of people inhabiting these 
countries. 

-

-

Keywords: geographical location, folk songs, imaginary borders, Poles, Estonians, 
Germans, Russians 

Introduction 

Identities have been central to human existence through times, being linked to a sense  
of belonging and communities. In the present-day world, in the transnational and glo
balizing contexts, a crisis of identity has been announced, amid other crises. A crisis 
of belonging (reanimated recently by the American psychologist Geoffrey Cohen, 
see Cohen, 2022) means that people have lost meaningful social connections and that 
this is behind much of the sound and fury around identities today. Feeling excluded 
or wronged makes people bitter, susceptible to misinformation, and prone to lashing 
out and trolling, fueling a vicious cycle. 

-
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In examining the evolution of perception surrounding geographical borders, it 
becomes increasingly evident that the delineations that once seemed so concrete have  
shifted toward a more nebulous understanding in the contemporary world. Histori
cally, country borders often served as definitive markers of identity, social categoriza
tion, and cultural belonging. People lived within relatively stable frameworks dictated 
by geographical proximity and the accompanying social customs. These borders were  
marked by stereotypes about the other nations and groups. This is most evident in the  
history of joking relationships, where clear patterns evolved, e.g., between neighbor
ing countries. In jokes, the opposition of “us” and “them” is often accompanied with 
an evaluation. “They” are backward, old-fashioned, stupid, brutish, and uncivilized 
(Remmel, 2003; Oinas, 1979): generally speaking, they are strange and bad. “We,” 
on the other hand, are civilized and generally good. In this process, the image of the 
positive self becomes hazy and unspecific, while the strangeness of others is stressed, 
nuanced, and exaggerated. Christie Davies (1990; 2002) has delineated models that 
account for most of neighborly joking relationships, claiming that we tend to laugh 
at groups of people who are similar and geographically close, but lay at the periphery 
of the area and are characterized by technical ineptness and an accent or dialect that 
sounds funny to the joke-tellers. The stereotypes displayed in the jokes (stupidity 
as the most notorious one, but also excessive fondness of alcoholic drinks, hyper
sexuality, or stinginess) are entrenched in the minds of people and become a way of 
delineating borders between “us” and “them.” We can see these patterns clearly in the 
Polish and Estonian jokes about their mutual others: Russians and Germans, where 
the Poles or Estonians respectively are depicted as the ones outwitting their stronger 
neighbors (about ethnic jokes in both countries, see Laineste & Brzozowska, 2011; 
Brzozowska, 2012a, 2012b; Krikmann, 2012). 

-

-
-

-

Only a century or two ago physical travel took a lot of time; the same was true about  
any kind of long-distance communication, e.g., postal services. Ideas of faraway places  
and the habits of their inhabitants were fragmentary and often inadequate, based on 
the few and far between letters or stories from the hinterlands, and left much room 
for imagination.  The journey to these places seemed long and troublesome. Even 
close places could be perceived as very far away, e.g., in an Estonian archival record
ing from Jüri parish one local reminisces that “the distance between Rae and Lagedi 
[which on foot is ca. 12 kms—authors’ note] was as long as nowadays the distance 
to Russia—it was very far away, and nobody knew in fact precisely where this Rae is 
at all” (Viikberg, 2015, p. 33). Such vernacular perceptions depend of course also on 
the landscape as well—localities that are separated by a swamp, for example, were 
less likely to have contacts with the outside world than those connected by a proper 
road or a waterway. Weeks of travelling to the open steppes of Russia—or to the bor
der of Poland, as we will see in the examples presented in this paper—thus became 

-

-
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a synonym or symbol for an immeasurable distance. The statement comparing the 
distance between two villages 12 kms apart to a journey to Russia gives a glimpse of 
what geographical distances meant for people who sang the songs or told/wrote the 
stories we will address in the paper. It will also define the places where they (who are 
essentially different from us) live. Fantasies about their food, clothing, and behavior 
added spice and excitement to the stories (and jokes) told and songs sung about the 
limits or borders of the imaginable and inhabitable world. 

As we traverse into an era dominated by globalization and technological advance
ments, these borders have become less about fixed points on a map, less about fixed 
stereotypes, and more about fluid, subjective experiences that vary from individual 
to individual. Today, the notion of borders extends beyond the tangible lines that 
separate nations; it envelops the intangible realms of cultural interactions, transna
tional relationships, and digital communications. While geographical boundaries may  
seem to dissolve, only to be replaced by ephemeral constructs of identity that are con
tinuously redefined through migration, in interactions taking place on social media, 
and general global interconnectedness, this oscillation does not erase the underlying 
tensions that persist at these borders. Conflicts emerge not only from traditional ter
ritorial disputes but also from the deeper psychological struggle to maintain a sense 
of belonging amidst growing diversity. 

-

-

-

-

In focusing on specific cases like Poland and Estonia, we uncover how historical 
connections and traditional cultural narratives continue to influence perceptions of 
identity and belonging through time. The proximity to powerful historical neighbors 
(and, at times, also invaders), such as Germany and Russia, shapes local attitudes 
while underscoring a heightened sensitivity to identity threats from those perceived 
as “other.” The historical lens provides context to current relationships but also reveals  
an enduring conflict of belonging that transcends mere political considerations. 

Borders are important in the process of identification. It helps to understand who 
is “ours” and who is “foreign.” Borders can be real, physical; they can also be imagi
nary. Folklore and literature express the imaginary borders. Folklore in fact is one of 
the main loci of pronouncing borders, even—or especially—when they are getting 
fuzzier, such as in the context of increased international contacts. 

-

Historical Connections of Poland and Estonia with Russia and Germany 

Poland and Estonia, countries located in Central and Northern Europe, respectively, 
do not currently have a shared border, but history has brought them close together 
and they have followed similar paths, especially with regard to their common neigh
bors Russia and Germany. Poland and Estonia have had a complex and interwoven 
history shaped by the political and military influences of these larger neighboring 

-
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powers. In the early modern period, both nations found themselves caught in the 
geopolitical rivalry of that quickly developing area. During the 16th and 17th centuries,  
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a powerful and multiethnic federation, was 
engaged in a series of wars with Russia, notably during the Polish-Muscovite Wars 
(1605–1618), and even reached (and included) southern Estonia under its reign. At 
this moment in the past, these two countries indeed shared a border, and the inter
cultural contacts were frequent, which left a mark in the common cultural narratives 
(songs, stories, and legends). 

-

By the late 18th century, both Poland and Estonia saw their fates entwined with 
the expansion of Russian imperial power. Poland, in particular, faced successive 
partitions in 1772, 1793, and 1795, which resulted in the complete dissolution of the 
Polish- Lithuanian Commonwealth and its territories being divided between Russia, 
Austria, and Prussia. Estonia, meanwhile, was incorporated into the Russian Empire 
after the Great Northern War (1700–1721). In the 19th century, both nations experi
enced suppression of their national identities and cultures. The German influence on 
both regions also grew. German-speaking elites dominated in the Baltic countries, 
and the Prussian state played a central role in shaping Polish political developments. 

-

The early 20th century marked a significant turning point for both countries. Fol
lowing World War I, Poland regained independence in 1918, after more than a century 
of partitions, and Estonia declared its independence in 1918 as well, following the 
collapse of the Russian Empire. Both nations found themselves in a precarious geo
political position, surrounded by the resurgent German Empire to the west and an 
increasingly aggressive Soviet Russia to the east. The interwar period saw attempts at 
cooperation, but both countries faced rising tensions from external threats, especially 
from Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. Estonia was occupied by the Soviet Union 
in 1940, then by Nazi Germany from 1941 to 1944, and finally by the Soviet Union 
again until it regained independence in 1991. Similarly, Poland was devastated by both 
Nazi and Soviet occupations during World War II, only to find itself under Soviet 
influence after the war, though not as part of the Soviet Union. 

-

-

In the post-Soviet era, both Poland and Estonia have integrated into European and 
transatlantic institutions, such as NATO and the European Union, marking a shift  
from their historical experiences of being caught between powerful neighboring states  
to now being part of a united Western bloc. 

The Aim of the Study, Data Sources, and Methods 

The aim of this paper is to illustrate the process of forming the perception of border
lands with examples from folklore and other texts of culture that tell stories about the 
imagined borderlands, real geographic locations with the role to demarcate national, 
ethnic, or other borders. The Polish data originates from the National Corpus of 

-
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Polish language1 and the corpus of the 16th and 17th Century Polish language2. The 
main source of folk texts and songs is an electronic database based on Oskar Kolberg’s  
vast collection of texts collected between the Middle Ages and the 19th Century3. 
85 volumes of his works contain about 39,780 pages including several thousands of 
songs—some of them in different regional variants so it is why their exact number is 
questionable.4 Keywords such as Estonian, Muscovite/ Russian, Prussian, Swab, and 
German were used to retrieve information from those sources. 

Our Estonian part of the data for the study comes from Eesti regilaulude and
mebaas5, and for more contemporary data from two additional databases: Eesti  
kõnekäändude ja fraseologismide andmebaas6  and Eesti kaasaegsed anekdoodid7. The  
song database includes songs collected by early folklore collectors and their corre
spondents like Jakob Hurt, MJ Eisen, and EÜS, dating to the end of 19th to the begin
ning of the 20th century. Some of the texts are undated but probably come from the  
same era. Keywords such as Estonian/Polish, as well as Russian and German were  
used to retrieve information from our sources. The songs make up the majority of  
the text base for this study on the Estonian side (359), while the search in Justkui  
(phraseology database) and Estonian contemporary jokes added another 36 and 560  
texts respectively. 

-

-
-

In a folkloristic and literary study focused on the borders of perception like this 
one, employing qualitative descriptive methods is crucial for capturing the nuanced 
narratives and cultural contexts embedded within the texts. These methods allow 
researchers to delve deep into the lived experiences that shape individuals’ under
standings of identity and belonging. We follow the works of Oring (2023) who 
employs qualitative descriptive methods to analyze folklore texts to explore identities,  
highlighting the fluidity of perception through detailed interpretations. We also rely 
on Ben-Amos and Weissberg (1999), who used qualitative close reading of texts to 
examine how folklore operates as a medium for negotiating cultural identity, particu
larly in borderland communities. 

-

-

1.  Narodowy Korpus Języka Polskiego, https://otwartezasoby.pl/narodowy-korpus-jezyka  
-polskiego/ 
2.  Korpu tekstów VII-XVIII wieku, https://szukajwslownikach.uw.edu.pl/IMPACT_GT_1/ 
3.  Instytut im. Oskara Kolberga, http://www.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Page/53 
4.  Institute of Oskar Kolberg is still preparing the next four volumes of his work; https:// 
culture.pl/pl/artykul/pamietam-zem-mial-mamke-zuske-wiesniaczke-205-lat-kolberga. 
5.  Estonian runosongs’ database; https://www.folklore.ee/regilaul/andmebaas/? 
6.  Database of Estonian sayings and phraseologisms; https://www.folklore.ee/justkui  
/andmebaas.php 
7.  Estonian contemporary jokes; https://www.folklore.ee/~liisi/o2/ 

https://otwartezasoby.pl/narodowy-korpus-jezyka-polskiego
https://otwartezasoby.pl/narodowy-korpus-jezyka-polskiego
https://culture.pl/pl/artykul/pamietam-zem-mial-mamke-zuske-wiesniaczke-205-lat-kolberga
https://culture.pl/pl/artykul/pamietam-zem-mial-mamke-zuske-wiesniaczke-205-lat-kolberga
https://szukajwslownikach.uw.edu.pl/IMPACT_GT_1/
http://www.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Page/53
https://www.folklore.ee/regilaul/andmebaas/?
https://www.folklore.ee/justkui/andmebaas.php
https://www.folklore.ee/justkui/andmebaas.php
https://www.folklore.ee/~liisi/o2
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By engaging in close readings and thematic analyses, we can reveal how they reflect 
and perpetuate ideas about borders, both tangible and intangible. Moreover, qualita
tive approaches facilitate the exploration of how folklore and literature articulate the 
complexities of shifting identities in the face of globalization, inviting voices that may 
have been marginalized or overlooked in dominant discourses. Through this in-depth,  
descriptive analysis, we will illuminate the dynamics of perception and belonging, 
providing an understanding of how cultural narratives construct, negotiate, and ulti
mately transcend the borders that define human experience. 

-

-

Analysis 

Polish material shows a strong consciousness of geopolitical borders and is connected  
with historical fate and the fight for Polish state existence. Estonia is mentioned several  
times but most often as a part of the lost Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth empire. 

Stała się w Inflanciech szkoda, gdzie 
bracia naszy, Litwa i Polacy, przedtem 
bogacieli. Gdzie Estonia, gdzie teraz są 
starostowie narodów naszych w niej? 
Którą acz posłowie przysięgli oddać ją 
Koronie, ali teraz zdrajcom Inflanczykom 
miasto oddania Estoniej dano indigenatum  
regni za tego króla przeszłego, i tak Infi
anczyk jest Polakiem i Litwinem. Zamki 
pobrawszy, poddali je zdradą nieprzy
jacielom koronnem, które były krwią 
drogą dostane pod tyranem moskiewskim  
(https://korba.edu.pl/query_corpus/  
sourse from the year 1607) 

-

-

A loss hath befallen us in Livonia, where  
our brethren, the Lithuanians and the  
Poles, grew rich aforetime. Where is Esto
nia now? Wherein are the governors of  
our nations? Though their envoys swore  
an oath to render it unto the Crown, yet  
now the traitorous Livonians, instead of  
the surrender of Estonia, were granted  
the indigenatum regni under the late king.  
And so a Livonian is now a Pole and a Lith
uanian. Having taken the castles, they have  
by treason delivered them to the enemies  
of the Crown, though they were won with  
precious blood from the Muscovite tyrant. 

-

-

There are no songs about Estonians in the analyzed material but Russians (known 
at that time as Moskale, Muscovites) and Germans, Prussians, and Swabs are men
tioned in multiple cases (22 and 12 and 12, 3 times respectively) in Antologia pieśni 
polskich8. The names of the representatives of different nations may be used in a single  
song side by side, as the following examples show. In the first song rich and pow
erful people are criticized for quarreling and thus allowing enemies—Germans and 
 Muscovites—to steal the country’s goods and cause misery for Polish citizens. 

-

-

8.  [Anthology of Polish songs] http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/ 

https://korba.edu.pl/query_corpus/
http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl
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Znają mnie Niemcy, Moskale znają Germans know me, Muscovites know me 

Znają mnie Niemcy, Moskale znają, ja tu 
osiadły z dawności. 

The Germans know me, the Muscovites 
know me, I have settled here for a long 
time. 

Teraz wam bieda dla waszych złości, źli 
górę nad nami mają. 

Now you are in trouble because of your 
anger, the evil ones have the upper hand 
over us. 

Nasi panowie jeno się wadzą. O cóż? 
O wiatr, ten co wieje. Jak bronić skarbu 
Ojczyzny radzą, a skarb trzymają 
złodzieje. 

Our gentlemen are just arguing. Oh well?  
O wind, the one that blows. They advise 
how to defend the treasure of the Father-
land, but the treasure is kept by thieves. 

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7430) 

Germans, Muscovites, and Swabs characters are evoked in the rather offensive, 
humorous song that is ironically entitled “For the glory of Germans.” Germans are 
mocked and called rags, dogs, and bloody pipe bowls. The last expression is a con
temptuous way of referring to Germans as city dwellers. The especially unpleasant 
words are condensed and repeated in the chorus. The rhymes used in the song make 
it sound funny and catchy. Examples of rhymes are verses like Na polskiej ziemicy, [on 
the Polish ground] [...] Niemiec w szlafmycy [a German in a nightcap]. The regular 
form ziemia—“ground” or “country” is exchanged for its augmentative—ziemica just 
to be rhymed with szlafmyca  [nightcap]. Interestingly the word szlafmyca is in Polish 
language a word adapted from German words: Schlafmütze, Nachtmütze. The word is 
evoking the stereotypical comic picture of a German sleeping in his nightcap. 

-

Na chwałę Niemcom, rodaku kochany For the glory of Germans, my beloved 
countryman 

Na chwałę Niemcom, rodaku kochany, 
śpiewajmy sobie: Niemcy są gałgany, oj, 
juchy Niemcy, o juchy Szwaby, o juchy, psy, 
cybuchy. Dziś, gdzie się ruszysz na polskiej 
ziemicy, to wszędzie M[oskal], lub Niemiec 
w szlafmycy, [oj, juchy Niemcy, o juchy 
Szwaby, o juchy, psy, cybuchy]. 

For the glory of the Germans, my 
beloved countryman, let us sing to 
ourselves: Germans are rags, oh, Ger
mans, oh, Swabs, oh, dogs, pipe bowls. 
Today, wherever you go in the Polish 
land, there is always a Muscovite, or a 
German in a nightcap, [oh, Germans, 
oh, Swabs, oh, dogs, pipe bowls]. 

-

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7578) 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7430
http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7578
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The following song expresses a sense of nostalgia for a past marked by prosperity 
and national strength, juxtaposed with references to subsequent periods of oppres
sion. It alludes to Russian persecution and the Prussian campaign of forced German
ization, known as the Kulturkampf, which sought to suppress the Polish language and 
undermine the cultural identity closely tied to Catholicism. Additionally, the lyrics 
reflect economic hardship attributed to Swabian fiscal policies, particularly the impo
sition of burdensome taxes that led to widespread impoverishment. Social exclusion is  
also emphasized, as access to respectable employment, particularly in administrative 
or prestigious sectors, was systematically reserved for Germans, marginalizing even 
the most loyal Polish citizens. 

-
-

-

 Gdzie się podział ów wiek złoty Where has this golden age gone? 

Gdzie się podział ów wiek złoty i te dawne 
czasy, gdy kontusze celowały i złociste pasy. 
Szpinka złota u koszuli, wąs w górę skręcony,  
karabela wedle boku i bucik czerwony. 

Where has gone the golden age and the  
old times when there were robes and 
golden belts? A gold pin on his shirt, a 
mustache twisted upwards, a karabela 
at his side and a red shoe. 

W takim stroju każdy Polak wszędzie
zawsze chodził, w takim stroju Jan Sobieski 
Wiedeń oswobodził. 

 Every Pole always went everywhere in 
such clothes, and John Sobieski liber
ated Vienna in such clothes. 

Od rozbioru naszej Polski wszystko jest 
inaczej, w Gdańsku Prusak, w Litwie 
Moskal, tu Niemiec dziwaczny. Prusak każe 
język łamać, Moskal daje baty, Szwab zaś 
nowe egzekutne rozseła mandaty. 

Since the partition of our Poland, 
everything has been different, in 
Gdańsk it was a Prussian, in Lithuania 
it was a Muscovite, here it was a strange  
German. The Prussian tells you to 
break your tongue, the Muscovite gives  
you lashes, and the Swabian sends out 
new enforcement mandates. 

[…]Jeśli jesteś Polak prawy, nie znajdziesz 
tu względu, gdyż już teraz samych Niemców 
biorą do urzędu. 

-

[…]If you are a righteous Pole, you 
will  not find any favor here, because  
now they are taking only Germans to  
office.  

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8666) 

In the patriotic songs the battles with Russians are mentioned very explicitly also in  
the context of class inequalities and lack of support from the nobility for the struggle 
of peasants: 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8666
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Hej, tam w karczmie za stołem Hey, there at the inn behind the table 

[…]Gdy na wojnę wołali, wiarę z naszych 
powiatów, myśmy bili Moskali, bez pomocy  
magnatów. 

[…]When they called for war from our 
counties, we beat the Muscovites, with
out the help of magnates. 

-

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7494) 

A recurring and symbolically significant motif in numerous Polish folk songs con
cerns the institution of marriage and its deep-rooted role within the sociopolitical  
fabric of the community. For Polish women, the act of choosing a marital partner  
extends beyond personal preference and enters the realm of political expression.  
Marriages to foreigners—particularly Russians or Germans—are portrayed not  
merely as undesirable, but as acts of national betrayal. Conversely, rejecting such  
unions, even to the point of self-sacrifice, is elevated as a patriotic ideal. This sen
timent is powerfully illustrated in the folk song invoking the legendary figure of  
Wanda, who, according to myth, chose death in the Vistula River over marriage to a  
German suitor. The verses assert that the cities of Warsaw and Kraków flourish not  
for foreign powers but for Poles, reinforcing the exclusivity of national identity. The  
song explicitly encourages Polish women to seek spouses among their compatriots  
and to emulate Wanda’s example, should they face the prospect of marrying an occu
pier. The refrain, “a Muscovite and a German are always foreigners,” encapsulates  
the persistent delineation between national selfhood and external threat, illustrating  
how folk tradition encoded both gendered nationalism and resistance to cultural  
assimilation. 

-

-

-

Świeci się Warszawa Warsaw is shining 

Świeci się Warszawa, świeci się i Kraków, 
nie dla was to Niemcy, tylko dla Polaków. 

Warsaw is shining, Krakow is shining too, 
it's not for you Germans, but for Poles. 

Wisło moja, Wisło, rzéko błękitnawa, kła
nia ci się Kraków, kłania i Warszawa. 

- My Vistula, Vistula, blueish river, Kraków 
bows to you, and Warsaw bows to you. 

Bo się w tobie, Wisło, Wanda utopiła, by 
nie pójść za Niemca do wody wskoczyła. 

Because Wisła, Wanda drowned herself in  
you and jumped into the water to avoid 
marrying a German. 

I wy Polki, mężów rodaków szukajcie, jak 
was Niemiec zechce, do Wisły skakajcie. 

And you Polish women, look for your 
countrymen, if the German wants you, 
jump into the Vistula. 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7494
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Wande naśladujcie, Polaków całujcie;—bo 
Moskal i Niemiec zawsze cudzoziemiec. 

Imitate Wanda, kiss Poles;—because 
a Muscovite and a German are always 
foreigners. 

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8468) 

In another example, Polish women are encouraged to remember that Muscovites 
have been killed by their brothers but also shed Polish blood—so they should not 
be married and the memory and curse on the heads of the enemies should last and 
prevent pretty girls from even looking at oppressors even if their own folk is missing 
from the village due to the loss in battles and tragic fate of exile after them. 

Ładna jak jagoda Pretty as a berry 
[…] Ładna jak jagoda nasza Zosia młoda, 
wyszła na podwórze, patrzy do Podgórza. 
Na Podgórzu stali, powrócić nie chcieli kra-
kowiacy śmieli, co bili Moskali. 

[…] Our young Zosia, as pretty as 
a berry, went out into the yard and 
looked at Podgórze. They stood in 
Podgórze and the Krakow people who 
beat the Muscovites did not want to 
come back. 

[…] […] 
Niech im Bóg zapłaci za krew naszych braci,  
żeby przez wiek cały Polki to wiedziały. 

May God pay them for the blood of 
our brothers, so that Polish women will  
know this for centuries. 

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8651) 

Polish girls are advised to look for spouses only among Polish boys also because 
they are considered good people who respect women, as opposed to cruel Russians 
who are merciless, and would be able to push someone from the bridge without hes
itation about doing harm or even causing death. 

-

Moście panny Warszawianki Misses from Warszawa 
[..] [..] 
Bo Polaki dobre ludzie panny obserwują, 
a Moskale stupajkowie jeszcze censurują. 
Żałości nie mają, z mostu na łeb spychają. 

Because Poles are good people, and 
respect girls, and Muscovites, police
men /idiots, censor you. They have no 
regrets, they push you over the edge so 
you fall down on your head from the 
bridge. 

-

(http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7583) 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8468
http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8651
http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=7583
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Generally, crossing borders of culture or the ones of state or region meant danger 
especially for females—boys who came from far away were not trustworthy, and when  
the naive girls married them, it could cost them their lives as the following rather sad 
and scary example shows: 

Przyjechał Jasieńko Jasieńko has arrived 

Przyjechał Jasieńko z dalekiej krainy,
namówił Kasieńkę do swojej rodziny. 

 Jasieńko came from a distant land and 
persuaded Kasieńko to join his family. 

Kasia głupiusieńka, namówić się dała, swoje 
koniki wrone zakładać kazała. 

Kasia, a silly girl, was persuaded to set
tle her black horses. 

Oj, nabierzże, nabierz, srebra, złota dosyć, 
żeby koniki miały co za nami nosić. 

Oh, take out, take out, enough silver 
and gold for the horses to have some
thing to carry behind us. 

[...] [...] 

Ujął ci ją, ujął, za te białe ręce i pozdejmał, 
pościągał złociste pierścieńce. Ujął ci ją, ujął, 
za te białe boki i wrzucił ją, wrzucił w ten 
Dunaj głęboki. 

He took her, took her by those white 
hands and took them off, took off the 
golden rings. He took her from you, 
took her by those white sides and 
threw her, threw her into the deep 
Danube. 

[...] [...] 

Już ci Kasiuleńce we dwa dzwony dzwonią, 
tego Jasia hultaja po granicach gonią. 

There are already two bells ringing 
for Kasiuleńka, they are chasing this 
scoundrel around the borders. 

Już ci Kasiuleńkę do grobu wstawiają, tego 
Jasia hultaja w drobny mak siekają. 

-

-

They’re already putting Kasiuleńka in 
the grave, and they're chopping up this 
scoundrel, Jaś. 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8665 

It occurred that the fiancé was interested only in the rich girl’s jewelry and other goods  
and was ready to take her from her family only to purposefully and mercilessly drown 
her in the water. She struggled for her life, and her clothes and long hair allowed her 
to stay on the board. The cruel Jaś  (official version of Jan)—with great affection called  
by the tender double diminutive of his name—Jasieńko—cut them with the axe so 

http://antologia.oskarkolberg.pl/pl-PL/Home/Song?id=8665
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she had no chances to stay alive. Also, the girl’s name Kasia (already the diminutive 
from Katarzyna) is used in a double diminutive form Kasieńka to show great affection  
and pity on the miserable girl, who even when materially rich—and in possession of 
gold—was lacking luck in love, which cost her her life. The little consolation could 
be found in the fact that the thief and murderer was hunted along the borders, caught 
and punished with death by quartering. 

Summing up Polish examples, one may notice that the songs were full of pain and 
rage and were mostly telling the sad story of Polish people losing their independence 
and being highly disappointed about it. The situation depicted in the songs shows 
double disadvantage for Polish women—they not only were part of the historical and 
political fate and suffered as people in an occupied country, they also mourn their lost 
children husbands, brothers, who gave their lives for patriotic reasons but also they 
were forbidden even to dream about finding fulfilment in love. Their own countrymen  
were missing or dead and the strangers even if young or prosperous were perceived 
as dangerous. Women falling in love with Russians or Germans not only risked their 
lives but also were condemned by their own people and perceived as treacherous and 
unpatriotic, so they found themselves at—literally and metaphorically—a dead-end. 

We now present a similar analysis of the position and attitudes of Estonians with 
respect to Poland, Russia and Germany. In the case of relations with Poland, these can  
mostly be characterized by the phrase “Don’t come through Poland,” where Poland 
marks the end of journeys, or reaching the edge of vernacular perception. In all the 
contexts, the vast distance of Poland from Estonia is something that nearly always 
surfaces. Estonian folk songs often evoke distant lands and foreign territories, with 
Poland frequently appearing as a symbolic destination that marks the farthest reaches 
of the singer’s world. In these songs, references to Poland serve as markers of geo
graphical distance, cultural difference, and sometimes, even danger. Similarly to what 
we see in the Polish data when foreign means often not only danger but even death. 
It underlines Poland’s status as the boundary of the singer's understanding and expe
rience. Poland, in this context, is not merely a place but an abstract endpoint, repre
senting the limits of the vernacular world. This distance is often reinforced through 
alliterative phrases that draw attention to the stark difference between Estonia and 
Poland, underscoring the foreignness of the latter, for example: 

-

-
-

Kui sa saad kodu tulema 
Ära sina tule Poola kaudu 
Poolan palju poiste päida 
Ära sina tule Narva kaudu 
Narvan palju naiste päida 
Ära sina tule Rija kaudu 
Rijan pailu ridtelida 

If you come home 
don’t you come through Poland 
There are plenty of boy’s heads in Poland 
Don’t you come through Narva 
There are plenty of women’s heads in Narva 
Don’t you come through Riga 
There are plenty of knights in Riga 

(H II 26, 271/2 [34] < Suure-Jaani khk.—J. Mein [1888]) 
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One prominent theme in Estonian folk songs involving Poland is the notion of 
separation and loss. Often, the songs narrate the forced departure of people from 
their homes, with Poland symbolizing the furthest point to which they are taken. For 
example, the line “One was taken to Russia, the other to the Polish border” reflects 
the painful separation of individuals from their homeland, where Poland represents 
the outermost edge of exile. In another song, the “Sold Maiden,” Poland is depicted as 
the distant land where young women are sent, possibly due to marriage or other soci
etal obligations. These examples highlight how the geographical reference to Poland 
carries a sense of emotional distance, suggesting that the places where people are sent 
are far beyond the reach of normal life and community. “Normal” life implies also 
particular eating and drinking habits, that “they” might not adhere to: 

-

Peä vineh vinelane Boozy Russian 
Peä purjo Poolakene Tipsy Pole 

(H, Jagomann 713/9 (50) < Räpina khk., Kõnnu k.—Jakob Jagomann < J. Jagomann 
[1880]) 

A no doubt alliteration-motivated contamination in phraseology is lükkäp kui Poola  
pasunt “pushing (or blowing) the Polish trumpet,” meaning to blow one’s nose accom
panied with a loud sound. 

-

In addition to the theme of forced migration, Polish references in Estonian songs  
are often used to convey ideas of danger or foreignness. The Polish border sym
bolizes a place fraught with peril. These songs imply that places like Poland, due  
to their distance and otherness, are dangerous or even deadly. This motif ties into  
broader folk traditions where faraway lands are viewed with suspicion, not just for  
their geographical remoteness but also for the cultural and social unfamiliarity they  
represent. 

-

Despite the negative connotations associated with Poland in some Estonian folk 
songs, there are also more positive portrayals, especially in the context of marriage and  
relationships. In some songs, the idea of bringing a bride from the border of Poland is 
seen in a more favorable light, associating Polish women with beauty and refinement. 
These contrasting depictions—where Poland is both a place of separation and dan
ger, as well as a site of potential romance—demonstrate the complexity of Poland’s 
representation in Estonian folk culture: 

-

Tooge naine Narvamaalta, 
Pruuti Poola piiri päältä. 
Narva naisõ' om ilusa', 
Poola pruudi' peenik´ese’ 

Bring a wife from Narva 
A bride from the border of Poland 
Narva women are beautiful 
Polish brides are slim 

(H III 9, 827/8 (8) < Otepää khk., Ilmjärve v.—Gustaw Seen [1890]) 
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The figure of Poland, therefore, emerges not only as a symbol of geographical and 
cultural distance but also as a multifaceted trope that captures a range of emotions and  
societal concerns in Estonian folklore. The imagery evokes emotional and cultural dis
tance, reinforced by alliteration and vivid metaphors. Yet, this depiction is not entirely  
negative; in some songs, Poland is also seen as a source of beauty and refinement, 
especially in references to brides from its border. These contrasting themes highlight 
the ambivalent and multi-layered role of Poland in Estonian vernacular tradition. It is a  
symbol of loss and foreignness, and as a space of potential connection and admiration.  
All in all, the reference to Poland in songs and other genres of folklore has become to 
signify great distance, reinforced by alliterative use. 

-

When it comes to Russia and Germany and the portrayal of Russians and Germans  
in the older layer of Estonian cultural narratives, these as well reveal feelings of con
flict, fear, and cultural differentiation, though not all simultaneously. 

-

Russia and Russians are often portrayed through the lens of foreign dominance, 
with Russia frequently symbolizing oppression, danger, and conflict. Many songs 
reflect historical experiences of Russian imperial rule, particularly during the periods 
when Estonia was part of the Russian Empire (from the early 18th century to 1918) and  
the Soviet Union (from 1940 to 1991). These portrayals often emphasize the threat of 
Russian soldiers, conscription, and the imposition of foreign rule. For example, songs 
depict Russian military officers as harsh and overbearing, and Russian soldiers are 
often associated with the brutality of war, suggesting the heavy toll of foreign occu
pations on the Estonian people. Additionally, Russians are sometimes portrayed as a 
symbol of danger, with songs narrating tales of Russian invasions. Russians might be 
even ridiculed in songs (like in jokes), for example: 

-

Venelane, vennikene, 
läks meie läbi õue, 
sõi meie seasööma, 
lakkus meie lapse p... 

Russian, little fellow, 
Went through our yard, 
Ate up our pig’s meal 
Licked our baby’s bottom 

(ERA II 153, 346 [37] < Haljala khk) 

However, this representation is not entirely negative, and some songs also  
reflect a sense of admiration or acknowledgment of Russia's power. For instance,  
Russian strength is sometimes mentioned in the context of the military might of  
the Tsarist army or the prowess of Russian warriors. Nevertheless, the overarching  
sentiment tends to focus on the suffering and loss caused by Russian domination,  
with Russian figures often appearing as oppressors or distant, unapproachable  
figures. 
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Germany, on the other hand, plays a somewhat different role in Estonian folklore, 
with Germans being depicted more frequently in relation to the landed nobility, the 
clergy (see Bender, 2024) and their cultural influences. German-speaking Baltic nobil
ity had a long-standing presence in Estonia, and many songs, but also jokes and other 
texts reflect both the cultural superiority and exploitation of the Estonian peasants by 
the German aristocracy. 

-

Mõisamees mõisamehe hobune 
Mõisamees mõnesugune 
Mõisamehe magu mädane 
Mõisamehe saabas sitane 
Saksad söövad saiad soojad 
Talupoeg sööb tammetõrud 

Landlord, landlord’s horse 
What a landlord he is 
Landlord’s stomach is rotten 
Landlord’s boot is shitty 
Germans eat warm bread 
But the peasant eats acorns 

(H, Mapp 1047/50 [3]) 

Germans are often portrayed as distant and wealthy, holding power over the Esto
nian rural population, but also as figures of respect or admiration in certain contexts 
(see also Laineste et al., 2020). They speak broken Estonian and act in ridiculous ways  
(though the Estonians who want to be like them are described as even more ridicu
lous than the object of their imitation). The complex relationship between Estonians 
and the German nobility is often captured in the themes of feudal subjugation, with 
Germans appearing as authoritative but also sometimes as figures of pity or ridicule 
in folk narratives. The German character in Estonian folk songs can vary from the 
menacing invader to a more neutral or even sympathetic figure, depending on the 
historical and social context. 

-

-

In the broader scope of Estonian folklore, the symbolic roles of Russia and Ger
many often reflect the shifting power dynamics in the region. While Russia is pri
marily viewed through the lens of oppression and external domination, Germany 
occupies a more ambivalent position, representing both a source of cultural and reli
gious influence and a symbol of feudal oppression. The more direct and militaristic 
portrayals of Russia are balanced by the nuanced depictions of German figures, who 
are sometimes seen as oppressors, but also as cultural and economic figures integral 
to Estonian history. In cultural texts—especially jokes—where both Russia and Ger
many appear, they are often juxtaposed as symbols of conflicting political and military  
powers, in contrast to the oppressed, but clever and resourceful Estonians. Estonians 
are depicted as caught between the two forces, symbolizing the struggle for autonomy  
and the tension between these large empires. Polish and Estonian material displays 
similar tendencies here in the three nation jokes, where Estonian (or Pole, depending 

-
-

-

-
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on who is the joke teller; see the two examples below) gets the upper hand in the 
depicted situation: 

Estonian, Russian and German are imprisoned. One day they are promised that they 
will be pardoned, if they teach the donkey to say “ouch” and “no.” 

The German goes to the donkey and demands: “Say ouch!” The donkey doesn’t say 
anything, and the German has to stay in the prison. 

The Russian goes to the donkey and demands: “Say ouch!” The donkey doesn’t say 
anything, and the German has to stay in the prison. 

The Estonian goes to the donkey and looks at the animal. He goes behind the donkey 
and hits him in the balls. The donkey screams: “Ouch!” 

The Estonian asks the donkey: “You want more?” 
“No!” replies the animal. 
(Delfi naljad, https://www.folklore.ee/~liisi/o2/, # 31626) 

There was a competition in driving nails into a board using one’s head. There were  
three competitors: a Pole, a Russian and a German. The German starts first: He hits one  
... two ... three … the nail has been driven in. The Pole is next: one ... two … stuck. The  
last is the Russian: One ...—stuck! The results are announced: The German is second, the  
Pole is first and the Russian is disqualified for sticking the nail in the wrong end. (https:// 
www.dowcipy.ugu.pl/dowcipypolak3.html, last accessed on October 2, 2024) 

Overall, the folklore reveals a complex relationship of Poles and Estonians with 
both Russia and Germany, shaped by centuries of political subjugation, military con
flict, and cultural exchange. In the Estonian context, Russia is often portrayed as a 
distant, militaristic, and oppressive force, while Germany, though often associated 
with aristocratic control and feudalism, is portrayed in a more multifaceted manner, 
with both negative and positive aspects emerging in different contexts. 

-

In the Polish context, Estonians are perceived as part of the bigger past, and both 
the Russians and Germans are pictured as enemies or in the best case, competitors. 
Russians and Germans are people men should fight against and women should 
avoid—no matter how attractive they are or what promises they make. The Polish 
people, at the same time, are criticized when represented by magnates or supported 
and pitied when pictured like folk, peasants, or soldiers. However, they are recom
mended as good husbands who know how to respect women. 

-

Discussion and Conclusion 

It is easy to notice in the Polish and Estonian songs, jokes, and other narratives that 
the cultural texts have constantly been preoccupied with formulating the relationship 

https://www.dowcipy.ugu.pl/dowcipypolak3.html
https://www.dowcipy.ugu.pl/dowcipypolak3.html
https://www.folklore.ee/~liisi/o2
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between “us” and “them.” The analysis of the Estonian and Polish folk songs presented  
in this article highlights the rich interplay of historical memory, national identity, and 
the cultural dimensions of power dynamics in the Baltic region as reflected through 
vernacular song traditions across centuries. The temporal attribution of these songs 
cannot be confined to their dates of recording or publication, as their oral transmis
sion and performance at communal events significantly predate the archival evidence 
available. These songs not only convey feelings of grief, rage, and disillusionment but 
also serve as a vivid lens through which the Estonian and Polish peoples have histor
ically processed their experiences of foreign domination. This is consistent with the 
work of scholars such as Kristin Kuutma (1996), who examined the role of folklore in 
reflecting the nation’s history and identity. In the following discussion, we will con
textualize the key points, integrating relevant concepts from folkloristics and literary 
studies. 

-

-

-

Polish folk songs, as described above, often focus on themes of loss, defeat, and the 
emotional toll of losing national independence, blaming their long-term enemies Rus
sia and Germany. Polish folk songs serve as vehicles for national identity, especially in 
times of oppression, and they are marked by a recurring sense of sorrow over the loss 
of autonomy and hope for future liberation (Kordjak, 2016). The pain and rage found 
in these songs are indicative of a broader phenomenon in Eastern European folklore 
where music and narrative are tied to national struggles and resistance. Polish folk 
songs depict the rulers or the more powerful neighbors—oppressors—in a critical 
light. They contrast the native Poles not just with the oppressors but also with the 
aristocratic Polish elite who are portrayed as distant and indifferent to the plight of 
the common people. 

-

Estonian folk songs emphasize the external threats posed by neighboring powers,  
particularly Russia and Germany, and see Poland as the faraway land positioned at  
the borders of the imagined world. Tiiu Jaago (2013) claims that the placenames  
in folklore form a fictional mind map of the tradition-bearer’s world. The map, as  
if drawn by someone who doesn’t have good measuring tools at hand, is not true  
to life. Instead, it places the more relevant places closer or more visible, and the  
less relevant ones further or forgets about them in general. Three main categories  
emerge: the close, the borderline and the faraway. The mention of place names—in  
this study, Poland, Russia, and Germany—is carried by the need to contextualise  
daily experiences geographically, but equally importantly to follow the logic of folk  
verse format, where every next locality expands on the previous one. The need to  
position the song in time and space is similar to the early folk jokes that also name  
a specific region that the main characters come from (Laineste, 2009). The next  
verses use the principles of harmony and alliteration. New imaginative synonyms  
replace the most important word in the verse (this is often a place name or a noun).  
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Hence, regular geographic imaging intermingles with the vernacular imaginary map.  
In the latter, place names have a generic meaning not really referring to the actual  
places as such. The alliterative contaminations in the Estonian data (Poola piir, poola  
poiss, poola pull) become something larger than the literal meaning and designate or  
symbolise a place that might be dangerous, where there might be war or battles, but  
also where women are pretty and kind and life is easier than at home. Such cumula
tive geographical positioning dispels concreteness and geographical exactness and  
brings in the symbolic dimension: that of dangerous, faraway, strange places. This is  
where the neighbors crucial to the formation of national identity have been situated  
in folk narratives in both Poland and Estonia, though over time their presence has  
been felt very strongly, and the representatives of these countries were not really  
very far away but governing the locals’ daily life. Still, imagining them coming from  
somewhere, because of politics or any other reasons, is necessary for the locals, and  
the more alien the newcomers are, the farther away the country is imagined to be.  
This aligns with the historical experiences of Estonians and Poles under foreign  
rule, be it under Russia or Germany (or any other countries not studied in this  
article). 

-

The Russian presence in these songs often evokes fear and anger, symbolizing  
a larger narrative of subjugation and suffering. The view of Russians as untrust
worthy and belligerent is reflective of the broader trope in Eastern European folk
lore that associates foreign conquerors with both physical and moral danger. Rita  
Repšienė and Laima Anglickienė (2012) analyzed similar motifs in Baltic folk tra
ditions in jokes, noting that “the optimistic view of reality has been altered into a  
pessimistic and destructive one, forbearing ridicule has turned into severe offence,  
strangeness into stupidity, funny situations into futile misunderstanding” (p. 9).  
However, the relationship between Estonians and the German nobility is more  
nuanced. While the Germans are often portrayed as wealthy, authoritative figures,  
their relationship with the Estonian peasantry is marked by both resentment and  
grudging respect. This complex portrayal is well documented by Bender (2024).  
However, their image as objects of ridicule for speaking broken Estonian reflects  
the paradoxical way in which the Estonian folklore (e.g., sayings and jokes) blends  
respect with mockery, capturing the tensions between the oppressed and their  
rulers. 

-

-
-

Ultimately, the analyzed folk narratives from Poland and Estonia demonstrate how 
folklore can act as a form of cultural resistance, a means of preserving national identity,  
and ultimately a way of positioning “us” in contrast to closer and more distant “them.” 
As “they” become a globalized category, the issues of identity and belonging do not 
differ much from what we see in century old narratives. Folk songs function as sites 
of memory and sites of power (Guillorel et al., 2018), where collective experiences of 
trauma, oppression, and resistance are encoded and transmitted across generations. 
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The Polish and Estonian folk traditions, as described, show how folk narratives create 
a collective understanding of past suffering and resistance. Sometimes, folk narratives 
make use of humor and ridicule when referring to the belligerent others. 
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(Un)Bordering Gibraltarian Literary Culture 

Identity and Recognition 

Abstract 

This paper explores the burgeoning, yet at times contested, literary culture and pro
duction of Gibraltar, a British Overseas Territory with a complex postcolonial iden
tity. Despite its rich history and unique socio-political context, Gibraltarian literature 
faces skepticism regarding its existence and value, often dismissed as parochial or 
lacking in quality. This analysis challenges these dismissals by highlighting the grow
ing body of work produced by Gibraltarian writers, including novelists like M. G. 
Sanchez, poets like Rebecca Calderon, and playwrights like Julian Felice. The paper 
argues that Gibraltarian literature, while still developing, exhibits characteristics of 
a minor literature, as defined by Deleuze and Guattari, where individual voices con
tribute to a collective, often politically charged, utterance. It examines the reasons 
behind the denial of this literature, including elitism, cultural cringe, and miscon
ceptions about self-publishing and thematic diversity. Furthermore, it showcases 
the increasing international academic interest in Gibraltarian writing, evidenced by 
scholarly publications, conference presentations, and literary awards. Ultimately, the 
paper asserts that Gibraltarian literature exists and is a vital expression of the ter
ritory's evolving identity, defying simplistic definitions and challenging entrenched 
prejudices. It underscores the importance of recognizing and critically engaging with 
this literature, not as a mere extension of British or Spanish literature, but as a distinct 
and valuable contribution to the global literary landscape. 

-
-

-

-

-

-

Keywords: Gibraltar, local literature, "cultural cringe", British, Spanish 

Gibraltar is one of 14 existing British Overseas Territories. Although they all have their  
own constitutions and governments, and do not form part of the United Kingdom, 
they share a historical link with it and are part of its sovereign territory. The United 
Nations includes Gibraltar on the list of “Non-Self-Governing Territories awaiting 
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decolonization.”1 This colonial vestige, and its geographical location on the Iberian 
Peninsula, bordering Spain, has been shaping its history and politics since 1713, when 
Gibraltar was ceded to the United Kingdom by the Treaty of Utrecht and Spain started  
an, as yet, unsuccessful claim to sovereignty over the territory. In the 20th century, a 
tumultuous period in Spanish history, this claim ceased to be a rhetorical artifice, and 
it reached a sad milestone in 1969, when the dictator Francisco Franco enacted Spain’s  
old claim and restricted movement between Gibraltar and Spain, closing completely 
the border and severing all communication links. The border with Spain was partially 
reopened in 1982 and fully reopened in 1985 as a condition of Spain’s accession to the 
European Community.2 

As David Alvarez (2001) states “one of the most marked effects of the closed border  
on the collective life of the Gibraltarians was the increasingly brittle and embattled 
tone it lent to their politics and to their cultural identity” (p. 5). Since then, Gibraltar 
has undergone a continuous process of self-determination and has tried to find an 
identity which reflects the complexity of its current situation.3  The former minister 
of culture, Bernard Linares also reflected on this topic in an unpublished lecture from 
1999: 

Genuine identity as a people is existentially realised not by reference to past mon
uments and memorials, historical relics, proclaimed shibboleths or loud-hailed  
slogans, but by (...) a living witness and a commitment to values and disciplines  
worthy of recognition in the global family of mankind. That, I would like to  
believe, is the philosophical, moral, and socio-political definition of a “people”  
who can lay claim to a genuine “cultural identity” and uniqueness. (Alvarez, 2000,  
p. 13) 

-

Gibraltarian culture should be a determining and fundamental element in the con
struction of identity, which should not be based exclusively on nationalist rhetoric 
with a strong political profile. Nationalism, understood as a sentimental attachment to  
a certain territory, determines identities; and its construction is not monolithic. The 

-

1.  Gibraltar has been on the United Nations list of Non-Self-Governing Territories since 1946, 
following the transmission of information by the United Kingdom of Great Britain and North
ern Ireland under Article 73 e of the Charter of the United Nations. 

-

2.  Some scholars have studied this episode in Gibraltar’s recent history from different perspec
tives. Cf. Gold, Jackson, Canessa, or Sanchez Mantero. 

-

3.  At the time of writing this paper, the UK and Spain have reached a “historic” deal on Gibral
tar's post-Brexit future, resolving the long-standing dispute. This agreement will ease the flow 
of people and goods across the border by introducing dual passport checks at Gibraltar’s air
port and eliminating land border checks. The deal preserves British sovereignty over Gibraltar, 
including the operational autonomy of UK military facilities. 

-

-
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space that is considered a country, a nation, is made up of multiple components, such 
as language4, history, geography, and culture. All of them are determining factors in 
the way they define unique characteristics that make us different from other places, 
spaces or nations. Twenty-first century Gibraltar is witnessing an interesting process 
of self-definition and associated with it, there is an emerging literary culture that 
reflects (on) this transformation. Because of the number of writers and the space to 
which their production is attached to, Gibraltarian literature is now included among 
an important group of world minor literatures. Many of them are the products and 
consequences of postcolonialism and, likewise, the literature of Gibraltar, even if the 
territory still has a different political status, also shares and shows postcolonial traits 
and intersectionality. 

The following pages will try to define and contextualize Gibraltarian literature 
which, even if it is mostly written in English, is not yet included in the canon of con
temporary world English literatures. It is somewhat ironic, and a clear contradiction 
to what it was considered before, that a country which is in search of its identity is 
apparently little concerned with the native culture of Gibraltar; and a clear example 
of this is its literary production. Roger Chartier’s (1996) idea of the order of the book5  
will help us understand some of the conditions and systems that regulate the pro
duction, dissemination, and appropriation of Gibraltarian literary texts; that is, how 
this literary production is subject to external conditions that define and determine it. 
The first section describes the corpus of contemporary Gibraltarian literature and its 
undeniable existence, despite some local skepticism. After this, the discussion focuses  
on the slippery realm of literary quality and it tries to refute several common criti
cisms, such as the idea that Gibraltarian writing is not “good enough” or that it is too 
parochial, by citing specific examples of published authors and their works, as well as 
the growing international and academic interest in their writing. Ultimately, the text 
posits that the denial of Gibraltar literature stems from a mix of academic prejudice, 
cultural cringe, and elitism rather than from a lack of literary merit. 

-

-

-

4.   Llanito, the language spoken in Gibraltar, apart from English and Spanish, is one of the most  
salient linguistic characteristics of Gibraltarian identity. The language(s) of Gibraltar have been  
the subject of numerous research in the last few years. To understand the impact of Llanito on 
Gibraltarian identity see Chevasco (2021). 
5.  Roger Chartier’s “order of the book” theory argues that the meaning of a text is not solely 
determined by its words, but also by the material form and social context in which it is pro
duced, circulated, and read. This theory, which is central to the field of book history, emphasizes  
the dynamic relationship between authors, publishers, and readers across different historical 
periods. 

-
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Literary Existence 

In November 2021, The Chronicle, Gibraltar’s main newspaper and one of the oldest 
in Europe, published an article signed by Priya Gulraj which offered a preview of 
upcoming events at the following month’s Literature Week. The article mentioned 
that participants at one event would be discussing, among other things, “if Gibraltar 
literature exists” (Gulraj, 2006) and this caused a number of local authors to react 
with a mixture of disbelief and disappointment. The question seemed an academic 
mask for a deeper set of prejudices, because posing it sounded as a polite substitute 
for denying the quality of Gibraltar writing and for not considering it appropriate to 
label it as “literature.” Simply put, to ask whether Gibraltar literature exists is to ask 
whether there are people with a significant connection to Gibraltar who are producing  
works of artistic merit intended to be taken seriously. 

A good example of this is the writer M. G. Sanchez whose novels are set in Gibraltar  
and explore the raw experience of being Gibraltarian with all its confusions and par
adoxes. His latest works, The Fetishist and Marlboro Man, shine a coruscating light on  
topics like Gibraltar’s interest in the military and empire or less celebratory historical  
events such as smuggling in the 1990’s. Jackie Anderson’s works include “Fish Salters,”  
a poem as finely wrought as anything published by the major poetry presses in the  
UK. The plays of Julian Felice, some of which have touched on episodes in Gibraltar’s  
past (the IRA shootings in Flavius) and others which have received performances in  
the US and London and earned numerous prizes in successive Gibraltar Drama Fes
tivals; the short stories and poems of Humbert Hernandez, which recreate the spirit  
of Gibraltar’s forgotten patio life in his multivolume Historias de Gibraltar series; the  
memoirs, stories, and award-winning poems of Rebecca Calderon, that display com
plete mastery of form and tone; the popular Exiliado Blogs  of Jonathan Pizarro, limpidly  
written reflections—often nostalgic—which examine Gibraltar from the perspective  
of the author’s current life abroad. Poetry is a well-represented genre in Gibraltarian  
literature: the tender verses of Gabriel Moreno, a troubadour of the London night; the  
poems of David Alvarez, rendered in his pioneering “Zhanito” script, the haiku-like  
poetry of Marisa Salazar, tied to impressions of the seas that surround the Rock; the  
nostalgic and sensorial lines of Giordano Durante; the energetic poetry of Jonathan  
Teuma or Trino Cruz’s poetical reflections on the intricate metaphorical depths of the  
strait. All these writers have a connection to Gibraltar, all of them are today producing  
work intended to be taken seriously, whether this intention is, in fact, satisfied. They  
are the embodiment of Gibraltar literature—living, working, writing, and breathing  
proof, in all their variety, energy, and originality—that the deniers are woefully wrong. 

-

-

-

Although not all writers, in Gibraltar and abroad, are successful in securing the 
attention of literary critics and academics, the global interest in Gibraltar literature 
is growing; more than 20 articles have appeared in international scholarly journals 
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on Sanchez’s work, and over the past few years he has been invited to speak about 
his Gibraltarian novels at universities across Europe. Jonathan Pizarro appeared at 
an event at the Milton Keynes Lit Fest in October 2021, alongside the Iranian writer 
Golnoosh Nour, the event description setting out that both authors “explore cultural 
conflict and misunderstanding, not least as both writers speak with LGBT voices.”6  
His fiction has also been published in several international literary magazines and 
journals and has secured him a place on the shortlist for the Aurora Prize for Writing. 

In 2015, Rebecca Calderon’s poem “Sunday” was shortlisted in the poetry section 
for the Bridport Prize and, in 2018, Julian Felice delivered a talk at Borderline VI: “Per
forming Across the Frontiers of Fear,” a conference organized by the Drama Research 
Group and the Centre for Interdisciplinary Research in Dance at De Montfort Uni
versity in Leicester. Felice used the opportunity to speak about his fascinating play, 
Utrecht, which also received a rehearsed reading. 

-

-

Another example was an online symposium featuring seven Gibraltar writers which  
took place in October 2020. Titled “The Shadow of the Rock: Literature in Gibral
tar,” the half-day event was organized by two US-based academics: Professor Edwige 
Tamalet Talbayev (Tulane University) and Professor Robert Newcomb (UC Davis). 

-

One of the participants was the Gibraltarian academic and poet David Alvarez, 
professor at the Department of English Language and Literature at Grand Valley State  
University, a perceptive critic and appreciator of local literature, who has said that 
Sanchez’s work “manage[s] to capture the quiddity of the Rock’s hybrid society and 
the complexity of its natural and cultural ecologies with […] much psychological 
insight and writerly verve.”7 

Once again, this is local writing attracting and rewarding an academic gaze yet to 
manifest itself in public on the Rock itself. 

The publication of the Anthology of Contemporary Gibraltar Poets in 2019 was also 
further collective evidence of what Humbert Hernandez called a “burgeoning” local 
literature. Not only does a worthwhile anthology require the existence of poets who 
are writing poetry worthy of inclusion; the bringing together of these disparate voices 
is itself an exercise, however small, in the creation of a canon, especially in a place with  
no firm literary traditions. Newcomb, who wrote one of the forewords in the anthol
ogy, said the collection showcased “the depth and nuance with which they [Gibraltar 
poets] use poetic language to describe experiences both ridiculous and sublime in 
their shared home in the shadow of the Rock” (Alvarez et al., 2019, p. 133). The second 

-

6.  https://www.destinationmiltonkeynes.co.uk/events/milton-keynes-lit-fest-presents-exiles  
-on-main-street-jonathan-pizarro-and-golnoosh-nur/ 
7.  This commentary appears in the back cover of Sanchez (2019), Border Control. 

https://www.destinationmiltonkeynes.co.uk/events/milton-keynes-lit-fest-presents-exiles-on-main-street-jonathan-pizarro-and-golnoosh-nur
https://www.destinationmiltonkeynes.co.uk/events/milton-keynes-lit-fest-presents-exiles-on-main-street-jonathan-pizarro-and-golnoosh-nur
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foreword, by the Spanish journalist and writer Juan José Tellez, appreciatively noted 
the great variety of styles and outlooks within its 80 pages. 

Postcolonial approaches to Gibraltar texts are also proving fruitful as are perspec
tives which focus on the unique linguistic diversity of the Rock. 

-

More recently, and as proof of a growing interest in this literature, scholars have 
focused their attention on the works of Gibraltarian authors: a new special volume 
in the Journal of Iberian Studies edited by Newcomb (2025); a chapter in the ground
breaking study Postcolonial Stylistics by Esterino Adami (2025) and even a specific 
seminar on Gibraltarian literature led by professor Ina Habermann, who has also pub
lished on the topic, at the University of Basel. 

-

-

Taking this short survey as a starting point, it could be affirmed that there is Gibral
tar literature in the same sense as there is Gibraltar art. Of course, this comes with 
caveats: Gibraltar literature, such as it exists, is still in an early stage of development. 
There are, comparatively, just a handful of people producing work of artistic merit. 
Some of it is uneven. Some of it would benefit from the sharp editorial eye of a major 
publishing house. Some of it could even benefit from deeper contact with more estab
lished, larger literary traditions, but it remains a literature. 

-

-

To earn the label “literature” does not imply to assume equivalence in scope and 
quality with other world literatures. What is needed is similarity in aims, in serious
ness and openness to critical scrutiny. It would be very surprising indeed if Gibral
tar did not have its own literature—it has, after all, its own artists like the late Mario 
Finlayson, Christian Hook and Alan Perez; it would be one of the only developed 
places in the world where writing of a certain aesthetic merit is not produced and 
shared and discussed and recognized by the establishment as such. 

-
-

The denial of the existence of Gibraltar literature would be surprising and extremely  
puzzling to all those academics whose interest has been provoked by works emerging 
from the writers listed above. 

Defying Definitions 

A working definition, especially of the term literature as applied to any country or 
period, is a complex achievement and completely out of the scope of this paper. But, at  
times, concepts are paradoxically defined by what they are not, or what they lack. And  
this seems to be the case with Gibraltar literature. Out of academia, this production 
has been subject to a biased scrutiny with a priori expectations that do not favor its 
tumultuous existence but rather label it in the light of unfounded prejudice. 

Ill-informed narratives about the quality of Gibraltar literary production abound. 
Because labeling some works as “literature” implies to elevate them to a certain stan
dard; “real” or “true” literature must be good enough to earn that label, and local 

-
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literature just does not make it. Therefore, there is no Gibraltar literature; it simply 
is not good enough to deserve the same term which is applied to the works of Yeats 
and Milton, for example. 

One problem with this view is that it confuses the existence question (whether 
literature exists) with the value question (whether the literature that does exist is of 
any  value) but these are separate matters. Building value or rank into a definition of 
“literature” gets things the wrong way around: the most plausible picture of the prac
tice of evaluation is that first something is identified as art and then it is evaluated. 

-

However, even if it were true that the term “literature” has this exalted sense, then 
it should be assumed that many works of Gibraltar literature are of sufficient quality 
to deserve the label. And this is not the authors’ opinion, but rather that of knowl
edgeable experts who have no personal connection to the Rock and its writers like 
the academic and former Booker Prize judge Alastair Niven (2019) who chose San
chez’s novel Jonathan Gallardo as his book choice for 2015 in his article “Celebrating 
an Abundance,” a piece which also mentions Felice’s plays. 

-

-

Another point which has been offered as a reason why Gibraltar literature is of an 
inferior quality is that most of it is self-published. Self-publishing is meant to indicate 
that the works in question are not good enough to merit the attention of a major 
publisher. So, the argument would run, Gibraltar literature is largely driven by works 
which are self-published (with all its negative connotations of vanity publishing) and 
this is a sure sign of their low quality: these works would not be of a sufficient standard  
to be published by consecrated publishing houses. 

The trouble with this line of thinking is that it assumes that the only reason why 
many Gibraltar writers fail to get their books published (but see Moreno and Felice 
for counterexamples) is because their works are lacking in value. This argument 
ignores the unusual and unique position of Gibraltar writers, a combination of fac
tors that militate against securing a publishing deal in an already highly competitive 
market. Many Gibraltar writers are physically and culturally isolated from the UK 
mainland. This makes it much harder to attend events and establish connections with 
other writers and agents at festivals and poetry readings, for example. It would require  
plenty of time off, and funds, for the typical Gibraltar writer (most of whom have 
full-time jobs) to spend a significant amount of time in the UK making the right con
nections. Sending unsolicited manuscripts, without a previous record of publication 
in the right literary journals, is often a waste of time and energy and that is without 
considering the numerous obstacles that Gibraltar writers might face from an estab
lishment apparently wedded to its own entrenched prejudices of what Gibraltar and 
its culture stand for. 

-

-

-

In this respect, Gibraltar writers are not helped by the vulgar depictions of the 
Rock in the popular Britain in the Sun series or the periodic tabloid interest shown 
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in Gibraltar at moments of political crisis where it is reduced to a mere hunk of rock, 
draped in a Union Jack, a fortress and fish-and-chip-munching colony, a land without 
its own people and, certainly, a land without decent writers. 

As a further point, to argue that Gibraltar writing is substandard because it is 
self-published is to commit a variation of the genetic fallacy. It is to say, in other 
words, that a work’s origin or history determines its current value whereas one ought 
to examine a work on its own terms, regardless of its origin. 

A third possible reason why the existence of Gibraltar literature might be denied 
is that it does not possess a unifying or common theme. The idea here would be 
that local writing is too disparate to be brought under a neat classification so there 
is no “movement” or “school” to be identified, just a ragbag of individuals ploughing 
their own furrows. It is odd that this argument should be accorded with any weight 
given the fact that there is little evidence of unifying or shared themes in any other 
literature across the globe. Insisting on thematic or stylistic unity is also a fallacy, the 
fallacy of essentialism; the habit of always searching for the essential nature of some 
phenomenon and holding the belief that if one term is applied to numerous objects, 
these objects must share an essence. 

One other poorly argued reason why one might devalue local literature is the impu
tation that such writing is too tied down to local themes and concerns; that it is too 
parochial to compare to literature from elsewhere. In other words, local writers suffer 
from tunnel vision; they are too focused on Gibraltar as a setting for their works and 
they need to look beyond Gibraltar and expand their creative horizons. 

-

As an example, Sanchez has been unfairly accused of being fixated on Gibraltar’s 
postcolonial nature in his novels. In a recent interview conducted by Humbert Her
nandez, and published at the end of The Fetishist, Hernandez raises this very point: 

-

HH. Is it true that you once had somebody high up in the Gibraltarian establish
ment advise you to stop focusing so much on Gibraltar? 

-

MGS: Yes, it’s true. I was told that I shouldn’t be so “Gibraltar-fixated” and that I 
should stop dwelling on things which happened in the past. (Sanchez, 2021, p. 276) 

Once again, this approach betrays a stunning ignorance of literature and literary his
tory; an ignorance of both how writing works and how authors mine their imme
diately accessible memories and impressions for insights of greater, interpersonal 
significance. Some of Sanchez’s novels are about feeling alienated in a former colony 
still in thrall to a colonial mindset, but that is an endlessly fascinating aspect of living 
a sensitive and thoughtful life in Gibraltar; Jonathan Pizarro’s blogs look back at the 
Gibraltar of his youth but they remain poetically written evocations of this sepia
tinted past; their writing is so appealing precisely because it is about local themes. 

-
-

-

In this respect, Gibraltar writers are only doing what writers elsewhere have been 
doing for centuries. After all the work of Thomas Hardy is not deprecated for being 
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“limited” to rural life in Wessex, nor is Philip Roth criticized for his “obsession” with 
Newark, characterized as the hometown he never really left. Similarly, Andrew Motion  
has confessed that he fundamentally writes the same poem repeatedly. Why should 
these authors be able to focus their energies on a handful of places and themes, but 
local authors be urged to “look beyond” the Rock? The only reason seems to be an 
inveterate prejudice lurking in the background of many of these judgments. 

Writers work with what they know: their immediate surroundings, their pasts. This  
is the raw material they hew and fashion into stories and verses of lasting significance 
and resonance. Gibraltar, a life lived in Gibraltar, a Gibraltarian outlook, are all per
fectly valid catalysts for literary inspiration in just the same way that family histories 
and hometowns have served writers as diverse as Joyce, Updike, and Angelou. 

-

Finally, another spurious reason why a focus on Gibraltar themes is sometimes 
spurned is when these themes are deemed insalubrious or otherwise damaging to 
some prudish national self-image. Anything which mentions smuggling, thuggery, or 
prostitution, anything that paints the Rock in a less than flattering light is in bad taste 
and fit for the flames.8 

Established Literature 

Less savory aspects behind the denial and denigration of local literature are to be 
considered. These are the deeper currents both in society and at the individual level, 
currents that have nothing to do with conceptual errors and everything to do with 
elitism, snobbery and gatekeeping. An elitist mindset, scanning the local literary scene  
from a position of assumed superiority, will naturally latch onto the honorific sense 
of “literature.” 

Raising the question of the existence of Gibraltar literature, then, implies many 
things: it is provocative, perhaps partly rhetorical and contrary. But rather than being 
part of an honest, open-minded inquiry, not afraid to raise controversial or uncom
fortable questions, it smacks instead of contrariness for its own sake and a sign of 
intellectual poverty where the simple posing of the question is a substitute for the 
tough task of serious, rigorous thinking backed up by reasons and arguments. In the 
end, it demonstrates a complete absence of the generosity and charity that should 
characterize academic discussion. 

-

This is not to say that local literature is immune to criticism. Writers, readers, and 
critics have a duty to discuss these works and critically assess them. They should not 
be protected from harsh, justified criticism because of the size of the community or 
its closely-knit nature. A dud work is a dud work whether it is written in Gibraltar or 

8.  For one reaction in this vein, see Anthony Lombard’s outrage directed at Sanchez’s Diary  
of a Victorian Colonial and Other Tales, and the numerous replies. Cf. https://www.mgsanchez  
.net/readersresponsetodiaryofavc 

https://www.mgsanchez.net/readersresponsetodiaryofavc
https://www.mgsanchez.net/readersresponsetodiaryofavc
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Bloomsbury. Gibraltarian authors must be prepared to be judged by the highest stan
dards if they want Gibraltar literature to be taken seriously. It does not help that this 
critical attitude is largely absent within the establishment where a well-in tentioned 
egalitarian urge has erased all sense of merit and rank; and even with the local press 
lacking any discrimination when covering book launches and publishing book reviews. 

-

Another factor behind the denial of local literature is the phenomenon of “cultural 
cringe,” a term coined by the Australian author A. A. Phillips (2006). This manifests 
itself in the view that one’s own culture is inferior to the cultures of other, often imperi
ally dominant, nations. The possible explanation for a dismissive attitude toward local  
literature, in a society that experiences cultural cringe, is the unthinking assumption 
that anything “local” is automatically inferior when compared to the works of UK 
writers, for example. 

-

These are just some hints at the reasons why one might feel compelled to doubt if 
Gibraltar literature exists despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary. They are 
complex and operate at societal and individual levels, but they can be overcome with 
patient correction and rebuttal. 

Gibraltar literature is not a literature which has yet to be born. It is still undergoing 
development in fits and starts but the signs are promising so far as it takes ever more 
confident steps. Again, this is not the self-flattering opinion of the writers themselves; 
this is the shared assumption of foreign academics working independently. 

Minor literatures, according to Deleuze and Guattari, have three main character
istics: the deterritorialization of the language, the connection of the individual and 
the political and the collective arrangement of utterance (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983,  
p. 18). The latter implies that everything has a collective value. That is, “because tal
ents do not abound in a minor literature, the conditions are not given for an individ
uated utterance which would be that of some ‘master’ and could be separated from 
collective utterance” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, p. 17). In this way, the limited avail
ability of extraordinary writers paradoxically allows for a literary landscape void of 
masters. A writer’s individual voice becomes a communal and unavoidably political 
act, regardless of opposing views. In a context where national consciousness is often 
dormant or disintegrating, literature assumes the role of a charged, collective, and 
even revolutionary expression. Even when writers exist on the margins, their work 
has the power to articulate a potential community, shaping new forms of conscious
ness and sensibility. Literature acts as a catalyst for future revolutionary change, not 
through ideological doctrine, but by providing a necessary collective voice. Litera
ture is fundamentally a public matter: “the affair of the people” (Deleuze & Guattari,  
1983, p. 17). 

-

-
-

-

-

-

This Deleuzian rationale, enhancing the potential “revolutionary” effects on the 
community of individual writers, proves a suitable background to understand Gibral
tar literature in relation to its role in the political and cultural scenario of the Rock. 

-
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Whatever opposing views or voices might vilify a particular literary production, the 
individual writers will, even unknowingly, create a collective utterance that transcends  
skepticism and disagreement. That seems to be the reason why literary voices are 
difficult to silence; and Gibraltarian literary voices, in particular, are being heard and 
are receiving scholarly attention, regardless of a seeming lack of necessary attention 
from local institutions. 

Finally, and in order to individualize the collectivity of Gibraltarian contemporary 
voices, their brief biographical notices will be provided in the appendix. 
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Appendix  
Alphabetical List of Contemporary Gibraltarian Writers 

David Álvarez 
David Álvarez teaches contemporary comparative world literature at Grand Valley 
State University in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Gibraltar born and bred, for the past 34 
years he has lived abroad, first in the UK and then in the US. 

Jackie Anderson 
Jackie Anderson is a writer with over three decades of experience. She began as a copy  
writer, contributing articles to various publications such as My Weekly, local newspa
pers, and magazines. She is also a poet, whose works have appeared in several anthol
ogies in Gibraltar and the UK. In 2022, she coauthored her first nonfiction book, Myth,  
Monster, Murderer, with her daughter, Ciara Wild. Jackie has received awards for her 
poetry and short stories and is now working on her latest poetry anthology. 

-
-

Rebecca Calderon 
Rebecca Calderon is a writer, poet and political campaigner. Her interest in social  
history led her to write The Civil Garrison  (2004). The play was adapted into the col
laborative work Llévame Donde Nací and staged in 2015. Rebecca won the Gibraltar  
Poetry Prize in 2014, 2017, 2020, and 2022 and the Short Story Prize in 2014 and 2015.  
She was shortlisted for the prestigious international Bridport Prize for Poetry in 2015. 

-

Trino Cruz 
Trino Cruz is a bilingual writer and translator whose work is profoundly shaped by his  
upbringing in the Strait region of Gibraltar, Morocco, and Spain. This has given him 
a unique perspective on the Mediterranean as a vibrant crossroads of cultures. Cruz’s 
writing is a call to break down cultural barriers and promote exchange and collabora
tion between communities. He believes it is essential to build on our shared common 
ground to prevent division. He is actively involved in regional cultural initiatives and 
serves on the editorial boards of literary journals like SureS and Banipal—revista de 
literatura árabe moderna. He has published several poetry collections, including  Rihla  
and Mediodía del Cantor, and has translated Arabic and French poetry into Spanish, 
notably Adoniada by Adonis. His work has been featured in international journals, 
such as Banipal, and he has performed his poetry at festivals in Spain, Morocco, and 
South America. His latest project, the Strait Rhapsody Project, involves collaborative 
live performances with other artists. 

-

Giordano Durante 
Giordano Durante is a Gibraltarian poet. He has released three collections: West  
(2017), Machotes (2020) and Nostalgia Elsewhere (2022). In 2025, he has released a 
book of poetic letters together with Gabriel Moreno titled The Crooked Timber. 
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Julian Felice 
Julian Felice is Gibraltar's first ever internationally published playwright. His plays 
have been performed in the UK and in the US, including over thirty productions in 
the States. Julian’s work was mentioned in a review of Gibraltarian literature in the 
100th edition of Wasafiri Magazine. 

Humbert Hernandez 
Humbert Hernandez took up writing when he retired from teaching in 2002. Writing 
mainly in Spanish, he has published two memoirs, two poetry anthologies, and five 
collections of short stories. His latest book is the novel Luciano. 

Gabriel Moreno 
Gabriel Moreno graduated in philosophy and Hispanic studies at the University of Hull  
and later obtained a doctorate in Hispanic literature at the University of Barcelona. His  
published works in Spanish include Londres y el susurro de las amapolas (2007), Car
tas a Miranda (2008), and Identidad y Deseo (2010); his works in English include The  
Hollow Tortoise (2012), Nights in Mesogeois (2013), The Moon and the Sparrow (2015),  
The Passer-by (2019), and Heart Mortally Wounded by Six Strings (2023), The  Crooked  
Timber (with Giordano Durante, 2025), and Nights in the Belly of Bohemia (2025). 

-

Jonathan Pizarro 
Jonathan Pizarro is a Gibraltarian writer and teacher. His short fiction has been 
featured in Popshot, Litro, and Queerlings amongst others. He has been shortlisted 
for both the 2021 Aurora Prize and the 2022 Commonwealth Prize. His short story 
“Nobody’s Sons,” an extract from his forthcoming debut novel, was published in 
Queer Life Queer Love 2 by Muswell Press and featured as one of Easyjet’s “15 Summer 
Reads of 2023.” His stories deal with desire, memory, the Mediterranean, language, 
borders, and the aftermath of empire. 

Marisa Salazar 
Marisa is a retired social worker and a licensed Gibraltar tour guide. She has a master’s  
degree in social work from the University of Bristol, England. She worked as the head 
of social services for children and families in Gibraltar until she retired. She then 
decided to fill the gap in her early education by learning about the rich and diverse 
history of Gibraltar and its people, which became her passion. She is also interested 
in the creative arts, languages, and learning. She has published four poems, including 
“Calentita Haiku ” (2017), in Calentita Press, 9, and “Mosquito, frontier, and afloat” in 
the Anthology of Contemporary Gibraltar Poets (2019). 

Mark Sanchez 
Mark Sanchez is a Gibraltarian writer based in the UK. He has written various novels 
with a Gibraltarian theme. Since 2001, he has published the following books: Rock  



   56 | DIFFICULT NEIGHBORHOODS 

of Empire  (2001), Rock Black: Ten Gibraltarian Stories  (2006), Writing the Rock of 
Gibraltar: An Anthology of Literary Texts, 1720–1890 (2006), The Prostitutes of Serruya’s 
Lane and Other Hidden Histories (2007), Diary of a Victorian Colonial and Other Tales  
(2008), Georgian and Victorian Gibraltar: Incredible Eyewitness Accounts  (2012), The  
Escape Artist  (2013), Solitude House  (2015), Jonathan Gallardo  (2015), Past: A Memoir  
(2016), Bombay Journal  (2018), Crossed Lines  (2019), Border Control and Other Autobi
ographical Pieces (2019), Gooseman (2020), The Fetishist (2021), Marlboro Man (2022).  
His personal website can be found at www.mgsanchez.net/. 

-

Jonathan Teuma 
Jonathan Teuma, a.k.a Teu & Yanito, is an English professor, slammer, poet, and MC. 
He has participated in slams and jams of all shapes and sizes, hosting the 2nd National 
Poetry Slam final in Jaén (2012) and making special guest appearances at the 4th and 
8th National Slam finals in Mallorca (2014) and Valencia (2018), respectively. He 
also won the International Comedy Slam at the Festival de Poesía y Prosa Humor
osa de Ávila (2019). Known as Yanito, he currently MCs the monthly Poetry Slam in 
Madrid and has recently been presenting his book of poems ¡A-SLAM-BABA- LUBA, 
A-SLAM-BAM-BU! in slams and other literary events in Gibraltar, Spain, and the UK. 

-

https://www.mgsanchez.net/
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#MoreThanAnAthlete 

The Building of Community in a Divided Neighborhood 

Abstract 

Athletes have a history of speaking truth to power through activism. This study is spe
cifically interested in those athletes that used their celebrity as a platform to speak out 
in the wake of the George Floyd murder in 2020. In 2018, news correspondent Laura 
Ingraham told LeBron James to “shut up and dribble” when he spoke out regarding 
police brutality in America. In response, James claimed he was “More than an athlete” 
and with that, a hashtag was born. In reviewing images associated with tweets using 
the “More Than an Athlete” hashtag (#MTAA) the month after Floyd’s death, we 
considered the use of social media by athletes participating in activism. This study 
revealed images that associated the current athlete activism with that of the athletes 
who spoke out during the 1960s Civil Rights Movement while increasing the breadth 
of those athletes that are willing to articulate their grievances and concerns regard
ing social justice utilizing slogans and images associated with the larger social justice 
movement. Ultimately, these images appear to have the potential to refocus the narra
tive about what it means to be Black, whose voice matters, and undoing the dismissal 
of the lived experience of Black people in America. 

-

-

-

Keywords: #MTAA, athletes and activism, George Floyd, hashtags, media images, 
social media, Twitter/X 

Background 

Sport as a platform for social activism is not new, and just as Black athletes were central to  
the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, today the efforts of Colin Kaepernick, Lebron  
James, and others have supported and expanded the Black Lives Matter movement and  
led to increased awareness of social justice issues among athletes and inspired an increase  
in athlete activism. These efforts can be seen as the continuation of the heritage, an ongo
ing fight for racial equality that links the present struggle to a powerful legacy of resis
tance by athletes (Williams, 2022). In 1968, Tommie Smith and John Carlos raised their  
fists in protest on the Olympic medal stand and one year earlier, the “Ali Summit” united  

-
-
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prominent Black athletes in support of Muhammad Ali’s refusal to be drafted. Both  
instances were bold actions that were emblematic of the era’s broader activist momen
tum (Wiggins, 2000). Other sports icons of the time—Bill Russell, Jim Brown, Arthur  
Ashe, Billie Jean King, and many others—also leveraged their fame for social change.  
Now, after decades of political silence, athletes are once again making bold statements,  
engaging in symbolic protests, and using their platforms to express opinions about who  
they truly are (Schmidt, 2018). As they do, they align with social justice movements and  
reinforce a sense of community among athletes and supporters (Cooper & Rodriguez,  
2019; Fraley & Kean, 2024; Trimbur, 2019). These communities in turn contribute to  
important conversations regarding inequality and injustice and demonstrate to others  
that these cultural icons are “more than an athlete” (Kean & Fraley, 2024).  

-

Athlete activism is a complex space because players are often expected to entertain 
and perform, not to challenge or dispute the world in which they live (Bryant, 2018). 
Behind this expectation lies the pervasive truth that the white majority still dictates 
what can be discussed (Bryant, 2018). White athletes, like white individuals in the 
US, tend to have more latitude in their ability to criticize or speak up without retri
bution. Mainstream media, complicit in this dynamic, patrols discussions relevant 
to Black athletes and creates an atmosphere where protest is framed as an affront to 
the military, to patriotism, and by extension, to American values themselves (Bryant, 
2018). Amid this tension, “the heritage”, a term often used in discussions of Black 
athletes using their position to speak out on issues related to race, social injustice 
and politics, creates a sense of brotherhood, connecting players (and others) across 
racial and cultural lines, (Bryant, 2018) and even time. Due to their prominent social 
status, athletes do often find themselves serving as active agents in social movements 
(Galily, 2019). Yet at times isolated and understandably hesitant, athletes still seek 
clarity about their roles in the search for equality. Michael Jordan was reluctant to 
engage in social or political issues during his career due to a fear of alienation (Bryant, 
2018). This hesitancy stems from the reality that activism often invites fierce backlash.  
When athletes engage in political discourse or support social justice causes, they are 
met with intense criticism, which seeks to isolate them and label them as ungrateful or  
deviant (Kaufman, 2008). In 2018, when TV personality Laura Ingraham infamously 
told LeBron James to “shut up and dribble,” she was underscoring the prevailing sen
timent that athletes should keep their opinions to themselves (Galily, 2019). Simi
larly, Donald Trump encouraged the NFL to fire players who refused to stand for the 
national anthem (Thomas, 2020). This is not something that white athletes encounter  
when they speak up about politics and other issues outside of sports. 

-

-
-

Social Media as a Tool for Social Change 

Despite this pressure, many athletes are still raising their voices on controversial top
ics and now are utilizing social media to do so on their terms and timelines. Social 

-
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media offers the ability to generate and share unfiltered content directly with global 
audiences. For athletes, they no longer must wait “until the TV cameras are focused 
on them to advocate for social and political issues” (Schmittel & Sanderson, 2015,  
p. 333). Following the tragic death of Trayvon Martin, sports activism saw an energized  
rebirth as Twitter, now known as X, was deemed a “viable mechanism for African 
American and other minority athletes to engage in activism and initiate important 
conversations about social justice issues” (Schmittel & Sanderson, 2015, p. 332). Sim
ply put, social media creates connections that allow athletes to become part of larger 
networks, acquire knowledge, and resist (Yan et al., 2018, p. 412). 

-

A particularly popular tool for X activism, is the hashtag (Gross, 2018). Through 
social media, users can disseminate information widely and quickly, and the hashtag 
symbol (#) allows for marking and indexing conversations (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015). The  
hashtag “allows users who are territorially displaced to feel like they are united across 
both space and time” (Bonilla and Rosa, 2015, p. 7). “In the last several years, numerous  
racialized hashtags—or Blacktags—have sprouted up in response to current events 
affecting the Black community” (Gross, 2018). They may be used to demonstrate 
“racial solidarity (i.e., #IAmTrayvon), critique racist bias (i.e.,  #OscarsSoWhite), or 
connect with larger a larger activist movement (i.e., # BlackLivesM atter)” (Gross, 2018,  
p. 423). Fraley and Kean (2024) demonstrated how the hashtag #M oreThanAnAthlete  
(#MTAA) emerged as a phrase and has grown into a movement. While the use of 
hashtags serves as an amplifier (Gross, 2018), creating awareness and potentially lead
ing to action around an issue, this specific hashtag, #MTAA, and its message have 
given people a way to express themselves on and off the field of play and show that 
they are more than what the world says they should be. What started as a simple 
statement has emerged into a thriving movement. Seeing sport as a powerful site for 
activism, this research hopes to show how increased access to Black voices and per
spectives, and images allows athletes to connect with others and share their truths. 
This process also makes visible realities and experiences not otherwise readily seen or  
articulated. Ultimately, “in a world where microaggressions of all kinds are very real, 
the virtual support shown in one’s community through sharing images of goodwill 
and support can in fact make a difference” (Vie, 2014, p. 8). 

-

-

Citizen journalists utilizing X allow typically marginalized voices a platform to 
reach wider audiences. X’s power can be to elevate previously unknown stories into 
the national spotlight. X also serves as a place of communication, rapid information 
dissemination, and knowledge circulation. Black Twitter has become a space for “con
necting networks, highlighting #hashtags, and popularizing the #BlackLivesMatter 
movement” (Hawkins, 2023, p. 2). (Black Twitter, now X, refers to the community 
of posts, authors, topics that focus on the Black experience and is not a separate plat
form). In addition, Black X allows individuals to “collectively organize, offer support, 
and increase visibility online for Black people and issues that matter to them,” (Aux
ier, 2020, p. 1). “BLM-centered hashtags like #SayHerName, #HandsUpDontShoot, 

-

-

-
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#If T heyGunMeDown, and #BlackLivesMatter circulated through X and often appeared  
as trending topics” (Hawkins, 2023, p.3). According to data from X, until 2019, #Fergu
son was the single most-used hashtag in the platform’s history, while #BlackLivesMatter  
was third (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015). Hashtags also “increase unity and draw attention to 
inequality, and erasure of important issues like police brutality” (Hawkins, 2023, p. 3).  
Some have questioned the usefulness of hashtag activism, (Hooge et al., 2015) but 
others (Vie, 2014) think the awareness digital activism creates can lead to action and 
potentially social change. 

-

Imagery as a Tool for Social Change 

Hand in hand with the hashtag, the images that accompany a tweet can have a pow
erful impact. Altogether, these component parts tell a story and provide a platform to 
those who might typically be marginalized. As Gallagher and Zagacki (2007) noted, 
photography may function to force the consumer “to look at subjects they have oth
erwise chosen to ignore” (p. 116). In addition, images were successful in transforming 
people’s hearts and minds about race because they functioned rhetorically to “evoke 
common humanity” and “challenge the established images of blacks” (Gallagher & 
Zagacki, 2007, p. 113). This occurs as images disregard established caricatures, recog
nize the other, and connect political concepts to individual lives (Gallagher & Zagacki,  
2007). Gross (2018) explains that photographs serve as mechanisms for addressing 
misrepresentation or objectification. For example, individuals have used imagery 
strategically through “respectable” presentation of Civil Rights leaders (Gross, 2018). 
Photographs of Black family life in the 1960s captured by Gordon Parks, revealed to 
white Americans the reality of segregation and racial discrimination (Google Arts & 
Culture, n.d.) and broadcast images seen on the nightly news have been credited with 
helping to impact white attitudes regarding the Civil Rights Movement as viewers 
witnessed the violence of dogs and firehoses turned on peaceful protesters (The Paley  
Center for Media, n.d.). Today, X images highlight how photographic images can be 
a tool for resistance, reframing, reconnecting, and reestablishing humanity (Gross, 
2018). Research of major media outlets’ X feeds following the shooting of Michael 
Brown, found a separation between police and protestors creating a racial and social 
divide for the consumer (Cowart et al., 2016). 

-

-

-

The research presented here connects the examination of social media and the 
power of imagery and focuses on themes of social injustice and police brutality, along 
with how athletes use their voices as points of resistance and protest in the wake of the  
George Floyd murder. We demonstrate how, following the tragic murder of George 
Floyd, athlete activists took to X to demonstrate that they are more than athletes, con
nect with the larger activist community, and demand equality and justice. In this pro
cess, images were used intentionally, strategically, and powerfully, to share missing and  
misrepresented perspectives, challenge misguided/misleading but widely consumed 

-
-
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prevailing narratives and highlight lived experiences of the marginalized. This engage
ment by high-profile college and professional athletes also moved the conversation 
to a larger community who may typically be less connected to the concerns of the 
marginalized, underrepresented, and silenced. 

-

Methods 

This study reviewed a collection of images associated with 401original tweets using 
#MTAA in the one-month period following George Floyd’s murder—May 25, 2020, 
to June 25, 2020—that contained social justice themes. Initially, the researchers uti
lized Tweetbinder to generate a cache of all tweets using #MTAA in the one-month 
period following George Floyd’s murder. In total, 2,332 tweets used the hashtag in 
that period with 726 tweets being original tweets (not retweets). In parsing these 726 
original tweets, the researchers selected only those tweets with a social justice mes
sage. The determination was made by two independent researchers/coders following  
typical quantitative methodology for content analyses. Initially training was done by 
the coders who reviewed the same 20 tweets. The coders discussed all disagreements 
and then coded an additional 20 tweets. Intercoder reliability of more than 90% was 
achieved. The sample included 726 original tweets/quote tweets that included the 
hashtag #MTAA from May 25, 2020, through June 25, 2020. However, only 631 were 
accessible at the time of analysis. Those unavailable had broken links or discontinued 
accounts. Of the 631 coded tweets, 401 (64%) had a theme that was relevant to social 
justice. The rest of this analysis focuses on the images associated with those 401 tweets  
that were relevant to social justice and were accessible at the time of analysis. 

-

-

Semiotic visual analysis was used to examine the visual elements of the images asso
ciated with the tweets to determine the meanings that might be conveyed to viewers. 
Researchers considered the signs associated with the images which could include the 
individuals, materials, colors, language, and arrangement of items or elements within 
a given photograph. These signs can provide context and meaning to the viewer of 
the images. After reviewing these signs, the researchers analyzed the overall relation
ship between the multiple signs found in the images to draw conclusions about the 
overall connotations or meanings conveyed through exposure to the images. Four 
dominant themes materialized from this process which have been labeled Historical 
Perspectives, Solidarity/Challenging the prevailing narrative, “I Can’t Breathe,” and 
Widening the Circle. 

-

-

Results 

Historical Perspective 
Numerous images tied the reaction to the murder of George Floyd at the hands of 
a Minneapolis police officer to larger conversations about social justice and police 
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brutality. Athletes used social media to connect this important conversation and to 
remind people of the long history of athlete activism. The Ali Summit (also known 
as the Cleveland Summit) resurfaced during this time with images of the athletes 
attending the Ali press conference appearing multiple times. The Ali Summit refers to  
a meeting on June 4, 1967, at which 11 Black Athletes and one Black politician met to 
show support of Muhammed Ali’s refusal to enter the draft for the Vietnam War. Par
ticipants included Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Muhammad Ali, Walter Beach, Jim Brown, 
Willie Davis, Curits McClinton, Bobby Mitchell, Bill Russell, Jim Shorter, Carl Stokes,  
Sidney Williams, and John Wooten. A press conference held after the summit gen
erated iconic images of the group1 showing all 12 Black men in suits and ties sitting 
or standing around a press desk. Another image focused on historical context also 
included basketball legend Abdul-Jabbar. A contemporary image of NBA stars Lebron  
James, Carmelo Anthony, Chris Paul, and Dwayne Wade taking the stage at the ESPYs  
in July 2016, urging others to take a stand and fight for social justice. The image of 
these four contemporary athletes seemed to harken back to the Ali summit and show 
the historical connection to the heritage of athlete activism and confronting social 
justice issues. Images of Tommie Smith and John Carlos appeared quite frequently, as 
well as pictures of Colin Kaepernick and references to the Tulsa Race Massacre that 
occurred in 1921. By establishing a direct line between the work of those who came 
before them with the work current athletes are doing now, these images create a sense 
of community while also asserting the athletes’ right to share their voices and ensure 
that others are not silenced. 

-

-

One stark example of the connective tissue between past and present is the image 
of the raised fist. The raised fist as associated with resistance and protest has its history  
in the early 20th century where it was adopted by those in the labor movement to illus
trate resistance. It has since been used by many groups to illustrate power and resis
tance. In the 1960, the Black Power movement embraced this action, and the raised 
fist has been utilized to protest racism and assert Black power. In 1968, the world saw 
this imagery on the international athletic stage when two US Olympic athletes raised 
their fists while on the podium in Mexico City (BBC, 2023). Tommie Smith and John 
Carlos, who received gold and bronze medals respectively in track and field, used this 
gesture to represent Black pride and unity during a time of heightened civil unrest in 
the US. As a result of this protest, the two athletes were suspended from the US team, 
had to leave the Olympic games, and faced threats to their lives and careers (BBC, 
2023). In the images reviewed in this research, this gesture of the raised fist was again 
used by athletes as a symbol of protest. In a collage of images of college basketball 
player Natasha Cloud, she is seen marching with others wearing a Black Lives Matter 
shirt in which the words are embossed in white over a red and black image of a raised 

-
-

1.  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleveland_Summit 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cleveland_Summit
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fist. Cloud is also seen standing with marchers with her fist raised. When members of 
the Austin Packers Boys Basketball team participated in a protest and march, several 
young people were photographed with raised fists. In an image of the Elite girls’ youth  
basketball team, a large group of marchers are standing with fists raised and “I can’t 
breathe” t-shirts. The image of the raised fist in these contemporary images connects 
the message to a long-standing tradition of using the raised fist as one of power and 
resistance that has been used by activists, including athletes, in their efforts to bring 
to light the circumstances suffered by disenfranchised or marginalized individuals. By  
connecting to these earlier movements and images, the individuals in these images 
give strength to the raised fist as a symbol of ongoing protest. 

Solidarity/Challenging the Dominant Narrative 
The notion that athletes should remain quiet on social issues and stay focused on their  
roles as entertainers is one that continues to circulate widely in society. But challenges  
to this perspective are becoming more frequent. As has been discussed previously, 
Fox News anchor Laura Ingraham told LeBron James to shut up and dribble after 
he discussed numerous topics during a 2018 interview. After the murder of George 
Floyd, a white NFL quarterback made comments questioning teammates who took a 
knee during the national anthem. When this player received backlash, Laura Ingraham  
defended his right to share his perspective. This seemingly double standard ignited 
a tremendous response on social media. Some of the most common images found 
related to the Ingraham/LeBron conflict included everything from screen shots of 
Ingraham during a segment called Jocks on Politics to artist renditions of James land
ing on Ingraham during a dunk shot on the basketball court. In addition, other images  
highlighted support for athletes sharing their voices and reminded us of how influen
tial these voices can be. 

-

-

“I Can’t Breathe” 
Until very recently, chokeholds, or conscious and unconscious neck restraints, have 
been common practice among police departments in the US to incapacitate indi
viduals (St. Fleur, 2020). In fact, even in municipalities where the restraint had been 
banned, some officers have been found to be still using this type of physical restraint. 
The utilization of this restraint practice has led to the death of many individuals in 
police custody with the most well know victims being Eric Garner who died in the 
custody of New York Police in 2017 and George Floyd who died in Minneapolis in 
2020 when he was pinned to the ground for 9 minutes and 29 seconds by an officer 
there. When being held in a chokehold restraint, Eric Garner repeatedly gasped, “I 
can’t breathe” (Balsamo, 2020). After his death, “I can’t breathe” became a rallying 
cry taken up by activists protesting police brutality. In vocalizing their concern over 
these unnecessary deaths, Lebron James and other NBA players joined the outcry and  

-
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took to the basketball courts on December 8, 2014, with the phrase “I can’t breathe” 
emblazoned on the front of their warmup shirts. 

When George Floyd was held down by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin, 
Floyd repeatedly pleaded with the police officer restraining him, saying, “I am about 
to die” and “I can’t breathe.” Sadly, Floyd ultimately died via suffocation due to this 
restraint, and “I can’t breathe” emerged again as an expressive slogan for those con
demning police brutality. In this review of the images associated with #MTAA tweets 
in our research, we repeatedly noted that marchers carried signs, wore shirts, and 
held banners reading, “I can’t breathe,” indicating that this phrase had maintained its 
importance in the protest lexicon associated with police brutality. One of the more 
poignant sets of images showed more than 100 marchers with a girls’ youth basketball 
team protesting police brutality who all wore identical black shirts with the words “I 
can’t breathe” inscribed on the front in white letters. The group included the basket
ball players themselves and other youth and adults. The large group, many of whom 
wore surgical masks, were participating in a march/rally protesting police brutality 
and the death of George Floyd. Because the death of George Floyd and the protests 
that followed took place during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, marchers 
were often photographed wearing masks to protect themselves and others from the 
spread of COVID-19. Masks most often seen in the images in this study were the 
blue and white papery surgical masks which became ubiquitous during the pandemic.  
Marchers also wore improvised masks, using bandanas, pieces of cloth, and other 
face coverings in addition to the more common medical masks. The mask provides 
an interesting visual statement considering the essential nature of breathing. Just as 
Eric Garner and George Floyd were robbed of life because they could not breathe, 
COVID-19 also kills those it infects by making it impossible to breathe. During the 
public response to Floyd’s death, marchers took to the streets to protest police brutal
ity but did so wearing masks to avoid the deadly disease COVID-19. However, many 
marchers used their masks to connect to and amplify Floyd’s death by embellish
ing their masks with the words, “I can’t breathe.” In multiple images, marchers used 
markers to write these words on their masks or had it professionally printed on cloth 
masks. Thus, the wearing of masks both was both purposeful and a way to magnify 
the brutality of Floyd’s death and bring to stark relief the importance of breathing to 
each of our lives. Masks emblazoned with “I can’t breathe,” reassert the message of the  
importance of breathing in our lives and the damage that can come when that essential  
physical act is obstructed. 

-

-

-

-

Widening the Circle 
As has been mentioned in this paper, athletes have been involved in activism for 
decades. One focus of this research into the images associated with #MTAA is the 
solidarity that athletes have shown in connecting with the larger community in the 
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aftermath of the George Floyd murder. In utilizing the hashtag #MTAA, athletes 
are connecting themselves with the community outside of their world of athletics 
and focusing on the current social justice landscape. In addition to professional ath
letes like Lebron James standing up for social justice, the images in this study show 
a diversity of those engaging with #MTAA. A wider swath of athletes is becoming 
engaged and getting involved. Female athletes, those of different races, and individ
uals involved in college and youth sports have begun to speak up whereas in the past 
we have seen much of the activism come from Olympic or professional athletes and 
males. The inclusion of female, racially diverse, and collegiate athletes expands the 
conversation and creates a sense of confidence and safety for those whose voices have 
not always been valued. 

-

-

Female athletes have demanded they be taken seriously as athletes for years, and 
now they are reminding us that they too are more than an athlete. Women in college 
and professional sports have become vocal in their support of social justice issues 
and the fight against police brutality. Members of the WNBA Minnesota Lynx posted 
photos of themselves in black t-shirts with the words Change Starts With Us, Justice 
and Accountability emblazoned on the front. Lexi Brown, from the Lynx, spoke out 
in a press conference saying, “If you don’t see something wrong with our country right  
now, then you are part of the problem.” This quote was posted on X along with her 
photo from that press conference. Zoe Christensen from the Bemidji State Universi
ty’s women’s track and field team posted a link to a news story from the Lakeland PBS 
news which included a photo of Christensen’s participation in a march with the words,  
“God has provided me with this platform, and I will continue to speak up”. Natasha 
Cloud participated in marches wearing a Black Lives Matter shirt. Her image was 
captured and shared repeatedly on X during the time period of this study as part of 
other people’s original posts in addition to her own. Female athletes were very visible 
in this community and shared images of themselves standing in solidarity with one 
another, but also with the larger community. Tennis professional Naomi Osaka (a 
woman of Haitian and Japanese descent) reminded people why all voices matter and 
why she was going to use her platform to “facilitate change.” Another female collegiate  
basketball player posted a picture of herself on the basketball court next to a picture 
of herself with a Black Lives Matter sign on the steps of a courthouse. Her caption 
read “if you don’t support me with this [referencing the protest]…then don’t support 
me with that [basketball]…Simple.” Similarly, a professional basketball player posted 
a picture of herself in a More Than An Athlete shirt next to her thoughts on what 
it means to be Black in America today. In addition to women as individual athletes 
becoming more visible in this protest, college teams have come out to vocally support  
social justice activism. Mississippi State Softball posted a computer drawn image of 
a huddle of players with their hands in the circle, one as a raised fist, with the cap
tion “We Are Stronger Together.” Not only are these teams and individuals posting 

-

-
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these images, but they are being picked up and shared by others. These images and 
comments tell the story of individuals who see themselves as part of the solution and 
part of a powerful history of athletes using their voices for good. These images also 
include multiple racial backgrounds indicating that the circle is widening beyond a 
single gender or race in allowing voices to be heard. While female voices are often 
overlooked in history, these athletes made certain they were heard and that their par-
ticipation was important. 

Men’s college sports also showed solidarity with their community on the topic of 
police brutality. The Missouri Tigers football team joined a school wide march on 
June 4 to protest the murder of George Floyd. Seth Towns, Harvard graduate and 
men’s basketball player posted images of himself in his graduation cap along with 
images of his arrest during a rally protesting the murder of George Floyd. Clemson 
football player, Cornell Powell posted an image of himself and teammate marching. 
Powell wore an “I can’t breathe” masks with others who held signs with a raised fist 
depicted or wore Black Lives Matters shirts. 

Discussion 

As this research has shown, in the days after the murder of George Floyd, athletes  
as individuals were seeking community, striving for equality and justice, and valu
ing the lived experiences of others. Utilizing powerful images presented through  
social media, they told stories of solidarity, connected to past social justice move
ments, and made way for even more voices. These were tough times, but people  
were responding to the challenge and creating spaces to come together, lean on one  
another, and share their perspectives. In the midst of this simultaneous disruption,  
conflict, and turmoil, we saw courage, growth, and understanding gaining a foothold.  
Black lives did matter. And athletes were seen as more than athletes. Once hesitant or  
dismissed voices were now not only part of the conversation, but the ones driving it.  
Change was occurring. Calls for diversity, equity, and inclusion garnered responses.  
X and hashtags had the power to reduce the distance between individuals and create  
and support social movements, and individuals sought and found communities of  
like-minded people. 

-

-

We recognize that this research was limited in scope in that it focused only on 
the images posted at one specific point in time, one social media platform, and one 
hashtag. While we believe that this narrow focus was necessary to address the issue of 
importance to this research, future investigations should look at other platforms such 
as Instagram and TikTok that are garnering larger and more diverse audiences. We 
would also recommend investigating other social justice topics and related hashtags 
to determine how athletes are continuing to use social media to raise their voices. 

 This research began by reviewing the messages that were prevalent on social media 
in the summer of 2020 the month after the murder of George Floyd and at the height 
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of the global COVID-19 pandemic. As discussed, in response to these protests, a large 
number of people, many of those in decision making positions, felt the impact of these  
messages and began working for change. In opposition to the negative backlash felt 
by Colin Kaepernick when he took a knee, these athletes were being heard and were 
able to affect real change. However, at the time of this writing, we are experiencing 
a very different rhetoric on topics related to social justice. We are witnessing change 
once again. The current landscape under President Donald Trump is one that stifles 
voices regarding social justice issues and terms like diversity, equity, and inclusion are 
under attack. It is hard to say how athletes and other individuals will respond to the 
next incident of police brutality or attack on civil liberties. 
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Unraveling Conflicting Attitudes Toward Rape 

Victimization in Discourse and the Fine Line Between a Good 
and Bad Victim 

Abstract 

Victimology studies have pointed to several factors that might be viewed as contribut
ing to the reasons for which a person might be raped, including precipitation, lifestyle,  
and deviant place (Hannon, 2004). In assessing the level of victim-blaming that takes 
place in public discourses (i.e., blame attribution theories (Grubb & Turner, 2012), 
rape victims are appraised either negatively or positively depending on the circum
stances surrounding the assault. This includes the events accompanying the rape, the 
relationship or lack thereof with the alleged rapist, and the perceived lifestyle of the 
victim. This conflict of differing attitudes toward rape victims forms so-called borders  
between victim-supporting discourses and victim-blaming ones. As one site in which 
conflicting ideas of what makes an acceptable rape victim are comments sections in 
online media, the analysis investigates digital comments taken from American news 
media texts about rape written between 2015 and 2023. Three types of rape are ana
lyzed for the linguistic representations of attitudes to rape victims in cases of stranger 
rape (including violent rapes committed by more than one offender), acquaintance 
rape, and rape in which the perpetrator is a well-known (i.e., famous) figure. In partic
ular, the stance of online users toward victims is analyzed where indirect appraisement  
of actors in rape is concerned, including metaphorical representations of actors, as 
well as expressions of modality and negation. This analysis demonstrates that more 
direct, negative evaluation is expressed toward victims of acquaintance rape and rape 
in which the offender is a well-known or famous individual. 

-

-

-

-

Keywords: rape victim-blaming, discursive evaluation, critical discourse analysis 

Introduction 

The evaluation of rape as a crime and the actors involved in rape is a subject that has 
received attention from sociologists, psychologists, and linguists alike (Ehrlich, 2001).  
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This paper’s focus is seated in critical discourse analysis (CDA); however, it does not 
forego the importance of sociological aspects of researching a phenomenon like rape 
and rape victim-blaming. The “borders” investigated in this paper are those that exist 
in defining a victim of rape and the attitudes socially presented on their subject, i.e., 
what makes the difference between a good and bad victim. 

The literature on victimization has highlighted that the circumstances of rape 
might lead to the occurrence of the crime, but that this, in turn, contributes to the 
social attitudes held about the rape victim. Nils Christie’s (1986) seminal paper pre
senting a theoretical framework to outline the ideal victim posits that in the eyes of 
the public, an ideal victim possesses six basic characteristics, namely 1) weakness, 
2) blamelessness, 3) nobility, as in they were carrying out a noble task at the time of 
their victimization, 4) being harmed by an evil force or actor, as well as 5) the forces 
in question. Christie’s (1986) work refers to instances of rape that occur under varying  
circumstances. In his description, the treatment of rape victims presents itself as very 
circumstantial—i.e., if a young woman, who is a virgin, is raped after committing a 
noble act or something heroic, she is likely to be viewed as an ideal victim. Conversely,  
a woman who has been raped by her spouse does not possess traits that would make 
her blameless—after all, as sometimes the logic might go, she chose to marry this 
individual. Although Christie’s (1986) paper has been criticized for its lack of empiri
cal grounds, it brought to light the role of the perception of victims in social attitudes. 

-

-

Similar observations of social attitudes can be made about publicized online dis
courses about rape, which tend to fall in line with the harmful stereotypes that classify  
rape victims as either good or bad actors along with the circumstances of rape. It has 
been argued that discourse in rape trial and sexual assault proceedings contribute to 
the revictimization of rape victims, as well as legitimizing “normative views of female 
and male sexuality” within situations of heterosexual sexual interaction (Sauntson, 
2020, p. 117; Ehrlich, 2007), discourses of comments online do the same. Therefore, 
this analysis integrates criminalization and sociological theories of victimization 
with discourse analysis to understand how institutionalized discourse can legitimize 
 victim-blaming by embedding such victimology frameworks into public conscious
ness. Of course, although the comments analyzed in this paper refer to rape cases in 
which the victims were female, it should be noted that not all rape victims are women. 

-

-

Social Information Processing Theory and Discourse Analysis 

One way of viewing the role of discourse in constructing social perception, in 
our case that of the actors1 present in rape crimes, is through the lens of internet 

1.  I use the term actors here, as it is suitable when discussing people and the roles they play in 
society and how they are built in discourse (Touraine, 2000; van Leeuwen, 2013). 



  

 communication—i.e., communication that does not necessarily take place face-
to-face. Social Information Processing Theory, developed by Joseph Walther (1992), 
explains how interpersonal communication can develop through computer- mediated  
communication (CMC) despite the prevalent absence of nonverbal cues. The theory 
posits that information can be exchanged without verbal cues, albeit at a slower rate, 
because humans naturally seek affiliation through communication, even in online 
contexts and spaces. This theory can be seen as interacting with theories on how 
collective discourses emerge, looking specifically at how verbal adaptation is used 
to convey emotion and how relationships are developed using in-group and out
group language, including constructions of ideological squaring, where a dichotomy 
between in-groups and out-groups is made very clear in discourse and discursive 
exchange (Van Dijk, 2011). 
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-

This theory is intrinsically tied to discourse, as discourse analysis can then be used 
to investigate and examine patterns in language use to identify stance and evaluation. 
Such an approach helps to look at how the framing of the victim and perpetrator 
(either negative or positive) comes about through social information processing the-
ory (SIPT) but also provides insight into how individuals adapt impression manage
ment on the subject, and relational communication strategies within the constraints 
of CMC. As a result, the analysis can be deepened by the capacity of discourse analysis  
or critical discourse analysis to deconstruct the linguistic and discursive patterns that 
underlie these processes. The interdisciplinary integration of SIPT and DA may yield 
unique insights into the (oftentimes social) formation of attitudes, cultural norms, 
and resistance related to sexual assault. 

-

Victimology Studies 

As a distinct subdiscipline of criminology studies, victimology studies have pointed to  
several factors that might be viewed as contributing to the reasons for which a person 
might be raped, including precipitation, lifestyle, and deviant  place  (Hannon, 2004). 
Although these theories do not seek to blame victims of crimes for being victimized, 
they can be theoretically viewed, in part, as informing opinions about victims, not 
only the criminal justice system. In assessing the level of victim-blaming that takes 
place in public discourses (i.e., blame attribution theories (Grubb & Turner, 2012)), 
rape victims are evaluated either negatively or with a degree of sympathy in conjunc
tion with the circumstances of the rape. This includes the circumstances of rape, the 
relationship with the alleged rapist, and the perceived lifestyle of the victim, adhering,  
as such, to social ideologies. It is for this reason that theories gleaned from victimology  
studies are used here as interacting mechanisms that contribute to the social attitudes 
toward victims—located in public discourse. 

-

This paper draws from that idea, as the analysis pertains to the discursive con
struction of actors and events in comments written by anonymous internet users. 

-
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Such an examination of discourse aims to demonstrate that the negative and positive 
evaluation of actors and events in rape are expressed through indirect and direct eval
uation by internet users who write comments in the online space that accompanies 
articles about rape (Mills & Grainger, 2016). This emerges from the overarching social  
context of revictimization and secondary victimization of victims in both American 
and Polish cultures, contributing to what can be referred to as discursive secondary 
victimization. The reason I highlight the implications that such discourse has for the 
victim of rape is the fact that modern scholasticism about rape has made a concerted 
effort to combat the problem of victim-blaming as a rising social phenomenon. 

-

Additionally, Grant and Woodhams (2007) have extensively studied rape from  
a forensic linguistic perspective and conclude that rape is a social”—or, rather,  
 antisocial—activity that can be divided into various “phases” (p. 3). These phases  
have been distinguished as the opening, raping, and escape in some of the literature  
(Holmström & Burgess, 1979), and initiation/approach/acquisition for the initial  
stage, offence/maintenance for the rape stage, and closure for the final stage, making  
for a description that goes beyond simply stranger rape situations (Dale et al., 1997;  
Davies, 1992). According to Grant and Woodhams (2007), the fact that rape as an  
activity possesses these stages provides evidence for its status as a social activity  
(pp. 3–4). 

Several typologies of rape have been delineated in the literature and have been  
placed into the following types: blitz attacks, surprise attacks, and con attacks  
(Grant & Woodhams 2007, p. 3), as well as the better known distinction between  
stranger rape (“where victim and perpetrator are completely unknown to each other,”  
acquaintance rape  (in which “the victim and the perpetrator know each other, but  
have not had a sexual relationship,” and contact rape “when the victim and the per
petrator have interacted in a romantic way or been in a situation that could evolve  
into a sexual relationship” (Friis-Rødel et al., 2021, pp. 102–103)). The rape typol
ogy relevant to this work is the more simplified one (and also more prevalently  
used), and includes acquaintance rape—including rape by a famous or well-known  
 figure—and stranger rape as more general categories has made it easier to classify  
the rape type according to the information given in the articles under which the  
comments are located. 

-

-

Victim Precipitation, Perceived Lifestyle, and Deviant Place 

This paper takes as its core point of departure the criminological theories that describe  
and categorize victims, making victim-blaming seem circumstantial in informing  
victim-blaming or supporting discourse, including rape precipitation, lifestyle, and 
deviant place. These particular theories have been chosen as they are viewed as ade
quately describing and reflecting stereotypical beliefs about the circumstances in 
which rape might occur. 

-
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For one, victim precipitation, which is considered controversial, even in criminol
ogy (Petherick, 2017), has been defined as taking into account the characteristics or 
traits of a victim as provoking or initiating the crime. The notion is understood in 
victimology studies as circumstances that lead a person to be victimized in the first 
place, including factors such as race, ethnicity, and gender or gender identity (Pether
ick & Sinnamon, 2013). Lifestyle theory, on the other hand, suggests that people might  
become victims of a crime because of the choices they make, as well as their lifestyle 
(Turanovic, 2018). This can be understood as a reflection of one common rape myth, 
namely that a woman with a history of promiscuity cannot be raped (Iconis, 2008). 
Finally, deviant place theory posits that the place the crime occurred, or where a vic
tim goes, plays a role in a person’s victimization. 

-

-

-

It is important to bear in mind that victimology studies uses these theories in a 
slightly different way, however, they can be seen as informing social choices to apply 
such theories to sexual crimes, which remain complex and intrinsically tied to gen
dered constructs and the reproduction of harmful stereotypes. 

-

Rape Victimization 

In investigating attitudes toward rape and sexual assault and any tendencies to engage 
in victim-blaming, it is crucial to acknowledge the impact of cognitive biases as well as  
their sources should be investigated. One of the key notions tied to acts of expressing 
negative perceptions of victims of rape (in this case, female victims) is what Williams 
(1984) called secondary victimization—the process by which a victim of the primary 
experience of rape “can be further victimized by negative and judgmental reactions 
following the rape incident, which may prompt feelings of guilt or shame on the part 
of the victims” (p. 67) regarding their role in the crime. Secondary victimization usu
ally takes place at the hands of law enforcement (Patterson, 2011), but has also been 
described as coming about as a result of negative judgement expressed by third parties  
challenging the victim’s honesty, morality, and soundness of mind. As such, this phe
nomenon can be investigated in particular from a critical discourse analysis perspec
tive by looking at digital comments underneath articles about rape. 

-

-
-

Secondary victimization is also intrinsically tied to theories that takes social biases 
surrounding rape into account, including attribution theory, which can be applied 
when investigating the placement of blame on rape victims by others. The theory 
posits that women who are the victim of rape are oftentimes judged by others as being  
responsible for what happened to them (Grubb & Turner, 2012). Attribution theory 
“relates to the way that individuals allocate or attribute responsibility to individual 
actors within a scenario” (Grubb & Turner, 2012, 444). The research on the subject of  
victim-blaming has demonstrated that such acts of attributing blame or sympathizing 
with a victim in a crime are influenced by various cognitive and motivational biases, 
resulting in an interpretation of the event that tends to be less factual. It is believed 
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that attribution-making is impacted by cultural and personal differences (Maddux & 
Yuki, 2006). 

Although acquaintance rape has been found to generate higher levels of blame 
attribution (Personn et al., 2018), the question of where victim-blaming occurs is of 
general importance to this work as is considering all types of rape to investigate the 
way that victim-blaming takes place in the American and Polish cultural contexts on a 
discursive basis. Blame attribution in the case of rape has been linked predominantly 
with aggressively sexist attitudes (Personn et al., 2018). 

In general, attribution theory has provided researchers with a basis to investigate 
the way that victims of a crime are socially perceived, in this case, the victims of rape, 
and will be used as a guiding theoretical basis for the critical linguistic investigation of 
victim-blaming as it forms the cusp of where the boundaries of evaluative discursive 
behaviors meet. 

Accounting for Rape Myths 

Similarly to the reproduction of victimization theories in public discourse, rape myths  
are also accounted for in public opinion of the role that a victim plays in sexual crime. 
It has been found that in some cultures, people believe that rape is a justifiable act that 
is a natural consequence of provocative behavior and innate masculine sexual desire. 
This essentialist claim that rape is a natural human action (re)produces a variety of 
rape myths, which “are generalized and false beliefs about sexual assault that trivialize 
a sexual assault or suggest that a sexual assault did not occur” (Franiuk et al., 2008, p. 
288). Some existing rape myths, as listed by Burt (1980, p. 217), which still apply today 
include “only bad girls get raped,” “any healthy woman can resist a rapist if she really 
wants to,” “women ask to be raped,” “they ‘cry rape’ when they’ve been jilted or have 
something to cover up,” “rape is about sex,” and that “rapists are self-starved or insane.” 

It becomes clear that common rape myths can be informed by the victimology  
theories investigated, as they oftentimes refer to the same or similar circumstances  
surrounding rape. This includes the discursive dissection of where a victim was at the  
time of the crime, what they looked like, as well as what kind of lifestyle they represent. 

Hypotheses and Research Questions 

For the presented paper, the following two hypotheses were set forth for the qual
itative linguistic analysis of blame attribution in digital comments and its relation
ship with victimization as a reflection of social attitudes among internet users. I have 
departed from the first hypothesis, reflected in O’Toole (2022), narrowing the analysis  
down to types of rape that might impinge on social attitudes. Hypothesis 2 has been 

-
-
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emphasized in italics, as it specifies the aims of the paper to focus on the typology of 
rape and how the expression of evaluation in the form of negative or positive appraisal  
in discourse—here viewed as a dependent variable—depends on the circumstances 
of the crime. 

H1. The negative evaluation of actors and events in rape is expressed through both 
indirect and direct discursive strategies by internet users who publish comments 
accompanying online articles about rape. 

H2. Certain rape cases are accompanied by more victim-blaming comments, i.e., the 
nature of the rape case—and the circumstances—has an impact on how the victim is 
perceived (directly/indirectly) and language negatively framing a victim can be found 
in comments where the victim is seen as the following: 

a)  Being easily targetable (i.e., a young woman who is drunk or underdressed?) 
b)  Having a lifestyle that is socially deemed immoral in a way 
c)  Having been in the wrong place at the wrong time” 

The present analysis aims to answer the following research questions: 

RQ1. Is victimization reflected in the digital comments found underneath articles 
about stranger rape, acquaintance rape, and rape in which the offender is a well-
known or famous figure? 

RQ2. Is the evaluation of victims indirect or direct in the discourse of digital 
comments, and in what cases? 

Thus, taking as the basis for this particular approach to the material victimization 
theories of precipitation, lifestyle and deviant place, I set them against the backdrop 
of rape myths analyzed in the work for my PhD dissertation (O’Toole, 2022). 

Materials and Methods 

The present project presents an extension on the materials gathered for a larger PhD 
project that was built on a specialized corpus of digital comments in the Polish lan
guage, as well as in American English (O’Toole, 2022). The examination presented in 
this paper is based in qualitative critical linguistic analysis that takes from Charmaz’s 
(2004) grounded theory and content analysis methods used to investigate recurring 
patterns in digital comments about rape victims, offenders, and rape itself in American  
English comments located underneath American published articles about rape (i.e., 
constituting their adjacent, physical context). The digital comments in question were 
uploaded to the CAQDAS software MaxQDA (Yu, 2006; Verbi, 2024) and coded 
for sociological—those related to victimization and rape myths—and linguistic 
categories. 

-
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The aforementioned theories, blame attribution theory, and criminological theo
ries of victim precipitation, perceived lifestyle, and deviant place are here viewed as 
informing attitudes expressed about and/or toward the person harmed in the crime. 
As such, sociological investigation combined with linguistic investigation provides 
a holistic view on rape victim blaming—the sociological theory aiding in the pro
vision of evidence for different types of victim-blaming, and the linguistic strategies 
giving systematic insight of how attitudes are linguistically manifest. By looking at 
the evaluation of the rape victim—including victim-blaming and victim-supporting 
comments—and the circumstances surrounding the rape from a critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) standpoint, here seated within grounded theory, the examination of 
online discourse allows to see how the type of rape is relevant to the evaluation of the 
victim, whether positive or negative. 

-

-

Bringing evaluation in discourse under a critical lens, namely the discourse of dig
ital comments written by anonymous internet users, can demonstrate that evaluative 
language, as a context-dependent linguistic phenomenon, is amenable to investigation  
within the scope of the study of a social phenomenon and the action that surrounds 
it. This also follows the assumption that evaluation arises as an outward expression 
of attitudes or beliefs regarding that subject. 

-

Linguistic or discursive evaluation is a subject integral to critical discourse studies 
that examines social attitudes and their impinging influence on ideological constructs  
embedded in social thought. The evaluative language studied in this paper is broken 
down into the positive and negative evaluation of the rape victim in a sexual crime, 
which is related to and reflective of the attribution of blame to the victim or both the 
victim and the perpetrator. This, in my view, is an important contributor to secondary  
victimization overall. 

The material investigated was a small, specialized corpus made up of 326 comments  
accompanying articles on rape (some articles included images or visual representa
tions of the victims or perpetrators, however the multimodal aspect has not been 
analyzed in this work) written in a ten-year period (between 2014 and 2024)2—made 
up of 712 sentences and 19,946 words—on the subject of the three types of rape enu
merated earlier, i.e., acquaintance rape, rape by a famous person, and stranger rape.  

-

-

2.  A specialized corpus is one that is made up of selected texts, usually for the purpose of 
researching the discourse of particular genres—in this case, on a specific subject (Flowerdew, 
2013). A period of ten years was chosen, by which to select the data, so that the data would 
reflect a decade of material and not less than that. I considered such a period to be more repre
sentative of trends in discourse, and the fact that comments were rather scarce under articles 
motivated me to collect the data for the specialized corpus over a longer period. I chose to 
include anonymous comments only from underneath articles about rape due to the ethical 
questionability of using textual comment data from sites like Facebook. 

-
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A brief breakdown of the rape types has been given below, accounting for the number 
of comments in the categories to provide a broader picture of the corpus that was 
examined. The comments enumerated in the examples are followed by the year the 
comments were written as well as what rape type they represent. It should also be 
noted that the choice to conduct a qualitative analysis on the material was partially 
motivated by the inconsistencies in the number of comments for each category. Com
ments pertaining to three types of rape cases were analyzed in the discourse, including  
192 comments about acquaintance rape cases, 102 comments on stranger rape, and 32 
comments regarding a rape committed by a famous person. 

-

Digital comments are a genre of discourse prevalent on social media sites, as well as  
on news reporting websites where readers can write comments (i.e., express opinions)  
on a given subject. They typically range from about 11 to around 400 words, consti
tuting relatively short pieces of text and have been described by Shchipitsina (2015, 
p. 532) as “short utterances of [online] users about [a] source text.” The description 
of the register, as found in Biber and Egbert (2018) posits that such comments can be 
characterized by, but are not limited to, present tense verbs, first-person pronouns, 
mental verbs, contractions, abbreviations, activity verbs, discourse particles, and 
modals of possibility (pp. 15–17). 

-

The study presents an analysis of English language comments on the subject of 
rape, taken from articles either about acquaintance rape, stranger rape or rape in which  
the perpetrator was well known. The comments were divided into those supporting 
the actors (the victim or offender) and those criticizing (or blaming the actors), then 
evaluated for their directness and indirectness. 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) can be interpreted as occurring at the intersec
tion of sociology and linguistics as its main aim is to show how power relations are 
mediated through discourse in spoken or written text (Krzyżanowski, 2016). As a 
framework, CDA analyzes the ways that power and ideology manifest in discourse 
and can range from textual analysis to multimodal analysis as a way of investigating 
how other semiotic sources interact with text to reproduce ideologies. CDA has been 
viewed as the core for conducting discursive analyses of gender and power (Sauntson,  
2020), thus making it a relevant analysis type by which to investigate rape culture 
in discursive settings. CDA and the aforementioned grounded theory (GT) can be 
seen as complementary, as both can allow for the inductive discovery and unpacking 
of categories in discourse data. The categories that emerge in the discourse can be 
critically interpreted for underlying power structures and ideologies within varying 
social contexts. Additionally, the iterative cycles of data collection in grounded theory,  
as well as the further analysis of them, enable researchers to refine their understanding  

-
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of discourse practices as they uncover how language operates in social power relations.  
This iterative process neatly aligns with CDA’s detailed attention to context and the 
dynamic nature of discourse. 

Hence, when exploring social issues and the language that brings about the effects 
of discursive constructs, CDA nicely integrates the two, as it views language as a form 
of social practice, and social behaviors and expressions can be more deeply compre
hended through critical inquiry. As such, it is a framework that provides relevant 
methods of analyzing stance, evaluation and discourse. 

-

Evaluation Types 

The discursive investigation of the negative or positive appraisal of a subject and/or any  
actors involved has been referred to as evaluation in discourse (Hunston & Sinclair, 2000;  
Hunston, 2011). This is also related to the notion of stance, which is comparable to an  
attitude on a subject. Evaluation can be either implicit or explicit, denoting stances that  
are expressed directly or indirectly. Explicit evaluation refers to the direct expression  
of a stance on a subject. Implicit evaluation, however, is not always obvious where the  
meaning behind a text—in this case, comments online—can be inferred, hence under
lying implications must be read from the context. It should be made clear at this point  
that a greater number of comments in the corpus showed victim-blaming attitudes. 

-

As such, implicit evaluation is the type of appraisement that requires processes of 
deduction from the surrounding context, as well as from the shared knowledge of 
both writer and reader of a text (i.e., epistemological context). Indirect evaluation 
has been investigated from linguistic features, including a) questions, b) negation, c) 
indirect reference to rape myths, d) conditional structures, e) verb choice, f ) nominal 
reference, g) metaphor. 

All of the above were considered in looking at how indirect victim-blaming or victim-
supporting is accounted for in the digital comments about rape and rape victims. 

Explicit evaluation, on the other hand, is more recognizable than implicit evalua
tion and is indicated more directly, such as by the following criteria, which were inves
tigated in the analysis presented. This included instances of negative name-calling, 
the presence of direct sentences reflecting victim-blaming attitudes, direct sentences 
reflecting victim-supporting comments, and overt support for the victim. 

-
-

Because the category of direct victim-blaming was less populated than indirect  
blame attribution, I have chosen to present the qualitative analysis of that category first. 

Direct Victim-Blaming and Name-Calling 

Direct victim-blaming was found in comments about acquaintance rape cases and 
cases in which a well-known person was the offender or alleged offender. The explicit 
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evaluation of social actors and events is easier to recognize than implicit evaluation, 
because it can provide sentences that may be understood directly or cultural references  
that are so heavily ingrained in the social conscience that their meaning undoubtedly 
occurs at the surface level. The following examples are taken from comments referring  
to cases in which acquaintance rape occurred. 

1.  She admitted she offered sexual favors for booze.... She is equally to blame in 
this case. (2014, acquaintance rape) 

Direct victim-blaming occurs when a direct statement (cf. example 1) of blame 
is expressed, making for the most obvious example. Other examples include name-
calling of the victim and referring to the rape myth that woman who claim to have 
been raped might be promiscuous. 

2.  Looks like if all is true she whored herself out for her job. (2019, rape by a 
famous figure) 

3.  She’s a call girl plain and simple. (2019, rape by a famous figure) 

The fact that such comments did not occur in the corpus as often as those repre
senting indirect victim-blaming is indicative of the tendency to discuss taboo subjects  
implicitly (Rosewarne, 2013). This includes subjects that are related to human sexual
ity, including sexual assault (Allan & Burridge, 2006, p. 145). 

-

-

Indirect Victim-Blaming in the Corpus 

The discursive strategies used by internet users writing comments are rarely directly 
evaluative. The evaluation is, conversely, often found within the structure of a com
ment and plausible upon looking at the illocution or conveyed meaning behind the 
“utterance.” The examples below demonstrate the way indirect negative evaluation 
can follow from the context of a victim knowing the person who allegedly raped her. 

-

4.  He was married and she knew it. 2) He invites her to his room for a second 
visit and  she  goes. Did she think they were going to play Scrabble? 3) She 
says she hated “it” but tells him she liked it. (2019, rape by a famous person) 

5.  In this case, though I confess I can’t help thinking this would not have hap
pened if the young woman had not allowed herself to get falling-down 
drunk. (2017, acquaintance rape). 

-

Example 4 presents a rhetorical conditional question, which in turn calls into 
question the testimony given by a victim. The fact that her recollection of the rape is 
doubted also calls her claim that she was raped into question. Other comments either 
suggested that the victim might be lying or that she might have misremembered a 
consensual encounter. 
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6.  If she didn’t remember anything how did it turn into her worst day? (2015, 
acquaintance rape). 

The above examples have been provided to show that evaluative discourse about 
rape can take on indirect forms. The knowledge of victimization, as well as of rape 
myths aid in the interpretation of the comments. 

At the Intersection of Evaluation, Precipitation, Lifestyle,  
and Deviant Place 

The original analysis considers comments that are found on news websites, which 
were posted under articles that dealt with or described cases of stranger rape, acquain
tance rape, or rape in which the offender was a well-known person. The analysis, 
however, has been extended by looking at the typology of rape as having an influ
ence on the stances expressed in the comments—be they victim-blaming or victim-
supporting. This was not an aspect considered in the original work. 

-

-

Also relevant to the analysis is the question of rape myths, which overlap with the 
victimization theories described at the beginning of this chapter. The following rape 
myths were found to be most prevalent in the dataset about victims of acquaintance 
rape and rape by a famous or well-known individual. Some more prevalent rape myths  
included the belief that if a woman is drunk, it is her fault that she was raped, that there  
is a tendency for women to lie about being raped, and that victims want attention or 
fame and therefore claim that they were raped. 

Other, less frequently occurring rape myths included that if the victim had con
sented to one thing, such as going on a date or going to someone’s house, that meant 
automatically agreeing to have sexual intercourse, and that revealing clothing can lead 
to a woman being raped. 

-

This adherence to rape myths is reflective of victimology theories such as precip
itation and lifestyle as well as of a tendency for internet users who comment on such 
articles to follow the beliefs that lie behind such oftentimes harmful stereotypes. In 
the following sections I have broken down each victimization theory to see which 
comments containing attitudes reflect the theories that have been analyzed from a 
qualitative linguistic perspective. 

-

Evaluation and Precipitation 
Since victim precipitation posits that certain characteristics or behaviors of a vic
tim of a crime may trigger a criminal act, I have considered traits that are either 
a ppearance-related or personality-based for this part of the analysis. One can note that  
a focus in comments on the victim’s appearance tends toward holding views about 
precipitation in relation to a person’s style of dress or level of attractiveness. This is 
visible in examples 7 and 8, where the age and attire of the victims is highlighted. 

-
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7.  How old does the girl look? Maybe he didn’t know she was 14. At 13, I looked 
like I was 16. The way they dress now, is a shame and no one can tell their age. 
There was a news article on a man whipping his 13-year-old daughter while 
the Mother looked on and was calling her names. The girl had been gone for 3 
days. I couldn’t see her face, but her body looked like she could have been 20. 
(2014, acquaintance rape) 

8.  Why aren’t parents telling their daughters they should be able to get drunk 
and sashay down a dark alley in a miniskirt, or hang out in a parking garage, 
and not expect anyone to touch them? (2017, acquaintance rape) 

Comments reflecting precipitation were only found with reference to a victim’s 
appearance. The majority of negatively evaluative comments pointed to the fact that 
a person’s lifestyle choices played a role in the assault. Precipitation can be said to go 
hand in hand with rape myths that consider a woman’s appearance or behavior in a 
given situation to be the reason for the crime. 

Evaluation and Lifestyle 
Lifestyle theory, on the other hand, explains victimization through the lens of indi
vidual choices and behaviors that increase exposure to risk. Here, a person’s daily 
 routines, habits, and social associations can make them more vulnerable to crime, 
which is why associations of rape with alcohol can be viewed as a lifestyle choice, 
rather than a personality trait. Of course, this can be seen on the level of what a sen
tence might signify, such as in example 9, where rape is expressed as being a natural 
consequence of getting alcohol for free. 

-

-

9.  She herself admits to bribing him with sexual favors for booze!! (2016, 
acquaintance rape) 

10.  There just doesn’t sound like there is enough evidence—sounds like she  
was buzzed a bit when she was picked up and probably went overboard at 
the kids house and then blacked out at some point. We have all done things 
while drunk that we don’t remember—at her age reaching the limit doesn’t 
take much. Lesson here—young teenage girls need to think twice before 
getting drunk and partying with older high school boys—it will lead to bad 
things—some consensual, some not (2016, acquaintance rape) 

The following examples also place alcohol consumption among teens and young 
women as a possible cause for rape, thus directly linking to certain types of behavior 
to sexual assault. 

11.  There is no doubt that this fellow did rape this woman. That said, it’s just 
amazing to me that the “victim” takes no responsibility for making herself 
vulnerable—by getting falling-down-blacked-out-drunk. It’s all the guy’s 
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fault for taking advantage of her, and if it hadn’t happened, she’d have had no 
remorse for her own behavior. Girls, where are your mothers? Weren’t you 
taught not to put yourself in any situations where your virtue might be ques
tioned (2016, stranger rape) 

-

12.  In a college environment, a woman can get drunk, have sex then regret it 
and call it rape. It’s fairly common for women to drink and have regret 
sex then it is for that same woman to be raped. I have more worry toward 
men because they are at more danger of having their lives ruined by a woman 
falsely accusing them of rape because a rape victim can heal and recover but a 
false accusation is more common in colleges and can have affects that can last 
decades. (2014, acquaintance rape) 

13.  I have to say that if two adults are drunk, there is no violence or threat, 
there has been no rape. Both parties engaged in sexual relations they might 
not have if either were sober. It is not helpful, in my opinion, to pretend like 
this sort of thing is the same as having sex by threat or violence. This false 
equivalence has caused more harm than good for all parties concerned. (2014, 
acquaintance rape) 

The comments about alcohol consumption and the denial of a rape’s occurrence 
reinforce the harmful myth that a person’s intoxication reflects bad conduct and there
fore places them at fault for a crime (Huntington et al., 2022). This harmful assump
tion upholds the idea that a woman should always be on guard in order to avoid the 
omnipresent possible threat of sexual assault. 

-
-

Evaluation and Deviant Place 
Deviant place theory focuses on the spatial and environmental context of victimiza
tion and can be seen as asserting that individuals are more likely to be victimized 
when they spend time in places that are characterized by social disorganization, high 
crime rates, and deviant behaviors. It differs from precipitation and lifestyle as it spe
cifically focuses on the physical localization of the victim in conjunction with the 
crime. This is not a notion that can be ignored in the analysis of rape victim-blaming. 
The comments about acquaintance rape demonstrate that universal beliefs about 
campus drinking and going to a person’s house after a date are examples of behavior 
that contribute to a woman’s being raped. 

-

-

14.  I put my hand in a shark tank and got bit. It’s all the sharks fault. (2015, 
acquaintance rape) 

15.  Not excusing the players (they should be prosecuted to the limit of the law) 
but haven’t these young women found out that drinking till you pass out at 
a frat party isn’t a good idea? (2015, acquaintance rape) 

16.  But if you (repeatedly) jump into a lion’s den, you’re going to get mauled 
(2019, rape by a famous figure) 
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The above examples point to the victim’s decision to be present in a place where they 
might be raped or in the company of a person who might rape them. These examples 
are presented in the form of sarcastic or ironic remarks, rhetorical questions and con
ditional constructions that suggest an alternative to the situation and that it might 
have yielded an outcome other than rape, indirectly pointing to the choices of the 
victim and how it possibly led to her rape. 

-

Evaluation and Acquaintance Rape or Rape by a Famous Offender 
One aspect that has been found to highlight the varying attitudes toward rape victims 
was the type of rape. Contrarily to the question of lifestyle in which the role of alcohol  
consumption was linked to the rape, remaining in touch with one’s rapist was some
thing to which attention was brought, as in the following examples. 

-

17.  You can’t speak well of your rapist after the “rape” and think anyone will 
believe your story 10 years later. (2020, rape by a famous figure) 

18.  Well, there is a difference between having your actual job on the line and  
“wanting that big break into show business.” (2020, rape by a famous figure) 

19.  Look, I have no idea what behavior is normal after a person is raped. I can 
attest somewhat to the human sense of preservation. There is absolutely NO 
reason to initiate an email, phone call, text to the rapist, praising him. 
PERIOD! Yeah, maybe if you ran into that person again (while trying your 
best to avoid him) and you felt that you needed to put on a good face and 
smile because you’re in fear, maybe I can believe that. But willingly contacting 
the person again for any reason is suspect. NONE of us were there so all we 
have to go on is the behavior of the person and these women are not credible 
to me (in the way that I as a woman would react to a rapist. I don’t care about 
my job that much...and I’m pretty poor). (2020, rape by a famous figure) 

Having a past sexual relationship with the offender is indirectly given as a reason to  
call the rape into question, thus constructing the victim as a liar and even a predator  
herself. This kind of discursive construction further pushes the rape victim into a posi
tion of fault as it plays on stereotypes that if a woman regrets having sex with a man,  
there is a chance she will claim that she has been raped (Lichty & Gowen, pp. 5543). 

-

20.  That woman has low self esteem to have relations with him again after that? 
I think she thought he’d promote her career. When he didn’t she let the axe 
fall. So she’s somewhat of a predator herself, if that were the case. Everyone 
quit having extra-marital affairs. Don’t get married if you’re prone to being a 
cheat. (2015, rape by a famous figure) 

The victim’s relationship with the offender, especially in cases where the raped 
woman was perceived as having received favors from the rapist, links the questionable  
nature of the relationship with the questionable status of the sexual crime. 
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Evaluation and the Case of Stranger Rape 
More victim-supporting discourse was found under comments that regarded stranger  
rape. This is seen as a contrast to the mixed comments about acquaintance rape and 
rape in which the offender was a well-known person. This takes the form of negative 
lexical reference to the offender and highly negative evaluative language with refer
ence to the crime. 

-

21.  This makes my blood boil and the law does nothing to a) prevent this d  
isgusting abuse b) give a proper sentence to the perpetrators and those that 
condone it. Really hope this young woman gets support but again due to  
cutbacks this is also limited (2024, stranger rape). 

22.  My gosh, not even safe to walk our OWN streets. (2023, stranger rape) 
23.  This is terrible on all levels (2023, stranger rape) 
24.  we should guard our women 
25.  This creatures have predatory  instincts (2023, stranger rape) 
26.  We shouldn’t let them come near our homes (2024, stranger rape) 

The fact that such comments are only found under articles where a stranger—i.e., a 
classic or by-the-book—rape occurred speaks volumes to further understanding how 
discourse manages the placement of victims on the sliding scale between good and 
bad victim. In the case of acquaintance rape and rape by a famous individual, com
ments tended to be either indirectly or directly blaming of the victim. 

-

Discussion 

The analysis has attempted to prove that by unpacking discourse on sexual crime, 
one can take note of emergent patterns that reflect stereotypical beliefs about rape. 
Such stereotypes are reflective of rape myths which are related to both sexual and gen
dered ideologies, commonly-held beliefs about the role of the victim in a sexual crime,  
including whether the circumstances of the rape are in some way related to the sur
rounding circumstances. Because this analysis discusses rape, the investigation of the 
presence of rape myths in anonymized digital comments demonstrated a tendency 
for victims of stranger rape to be more sympathetically viewed that those victim of 
acquaintance rape or rape committed by a famous person. This may be due to the fact 
that, among other erroneous beliefs, the conviction that knowing a perpetrator should  
make a potential victim more aware of the surrounding environment, circumstances, 
or even how they should be monitoring their behavior and therefore should be aware 
of the possible consequences of supposed improper behavior for that setting. 

-

-

Therefore, if a victim has been described as being raped in circumstances where 
nothing might be viewed as tarnishing their reputation, the discourse about their sub
ject might present them in a more positive light and express attitudes and appraisal in 
favor of the victim. Conversely, if the victim’s appearance or behavior, lifestyle choice, 

-
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or even the place of the rape match up with harmful rape myths that work against the 
victim, she could be discursively constructed as being more to blame. The idea of 
the so-called good and bad victim, a dichotomy that should be borne in mind when 
considering beliefs about the role of the victim in perceptions, is persistent in lay 
discourse about rape and the actors involved in rape. A “good victim” might be seen 
as one who fits the description of being naïve, innocent, and completely unrelated 
to the offender in any way, therefore making the victim of a stranger rape what many 
might view as a good or better victim. A “bad victim,” however, might be someone 
who has been raped by an acquaintance or has done something to place themselves 
in the situation, as a number of the comments analyzed have shown that there exists 
an unspoken expectation of others to be aware of what rape myths might reflect bad 
victim behavior and place a possible victim into the so-called clutches of the rapist. 

The presented study of course has its limitations, namely that the current dataset 
presents discourse that is negatively evaluative of the victim for the most part and, 
as such, these small online communities underneath articles on rape might be more 
biased toward blaming victims. This might result from the fact that they are anony
mous and therefore may be more open to being critical and insensitive toward the 
suffering of the victim and their adverse experience. 

-

Conclusions 

By combining victimology and CDA, one can see how language does not simply 
reflect social biases but actively constructs them. An inadvertent discursive classifi
cation of a rape victim into a good and bad victim can be seen to reflect the original 
victimization attitudes posed by Nils Christie (1986). 

-

Digital comments are largely reflective of evaluative attitudes not only toward 
the perpetrator of a sexual crime, but also toward the rape victim, contributing to a 
more global secondary victimization. This is carried out through the publishing of 
comments that reflect victimization and rape myths in the discourse, as well as overt 
instances of blame and support of the victim. 

Because secondary victimization can make a victim feel bad or guilty about having 
been raped, such accounts of anonymized discourse may also be viewed as violating 
victims of rape in the same way. And victims who were raped in situations in which 
she could be seen as precipitating the crime were more negatively and more strongly 
evaluated than those who were not. This expression is linked to the nature of the 
crime, where victims who knew the offender or were raped by a well-known or famous  
person were more negatively and more strongly evaluated by internet users. 

As such, online discourses, the discourse category to which digital comments 
belong, are demonstrative of a genre that introduces space for users to spread ideolo
gies about women and their role in sexual crime that work against any system attempt
ing to help them in their victimization. This includes the perpetuation of harmful 

-
-
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rape myths, which can occur when authors of such comments directly or indirectly 
refer to a myth as justification for rape or reason that a sexual crime has occurred in 
conjunction with beliefs that align with rape myths. 

To recognize that attitudes toward and beliefs about rape that give rise to second
ary victimization or revictimization of the person harmed do not only belong to the 
institutional settings that deal with it (e.g., the police as an institution or the legal 
system), and that they are also intimated within various settings, including those that 
are readily available and made interactive to the public, is a crucial factor in making 
visible the prevalence of the problem of victim-blaming in American discourse. The 
reproduction of the stereotypical beliefs surrounding the idea that a victim is in some 
part, if not fully, to blame for being raped presents itself quite evidently in various 
discursive settings. 

-

References 

Allan, K., & Burridge, K. (2006). Forbidden words: Taboo and the censoring of language. Cam
bridge University Press. 

-

Biber, D., & Egbert, J. (2018). Register variation online. Cambridge University Press. 
Burt, M. R. (1980). Cultural myths and supports for rape. Journal of Personality and Social Psy

chology, 38(2), 217–220. 
-

Christie, N. (1986). The ideal victim. In E. A. Fattah (Ed.), From crime policy to victim policy: 
Reorienting the justice system, pp. 17–30. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Ehrlich, S. (2001). Representing rape: Language and sexual consent. Routledge. 
Ehrlich, S. (2007). Normative discourses and representations of coerced sex. In J. Cotterill 

(Ed.), The language of sexual crime (pp. 126–138). Palgrave Macmillan UK. 
Flowerdew, L. (2013). Corpus-based discourse analysis. In M. Handford & J. P. Gee (Eds.), The  

Routledge handbook of discourse analysis (pp. 174–188).  Routledge. 
Franiuk, R., Seefelt, J. L., & Vandello, J. A. (2008). Prevalence of rape myths in headlines and 

their effects on attitudes toward rape. Sex Roles, 58, 790–801. 
Friis-Rødel, A. M., Leth, P. M., & Astrup, B. S. (2021). Stranger rape; distinctions between the 

typical rape type and other types of rape. A study based on data from Center for Victims of 
Sexual Assault. Journal of Forensic and Legal Medicine,  80, 102159. https:// doi.org/10.1016
/j.jflm.2021.10215

  
 

Grant, T., Woodhams, J. (2007). Rape as social activity: An application of investigative 
 linguistics. In J. Cotterill (Ed.), The language of sexual crime (pp. 1–15). Palgrave Macmillan 
UK. 

Hannon, L. (2004). Race, victim precipitated homicide, and the subculture of violence thesis. 
The Social Science Journal, 41(1), 115–121. 

Hunston, S. (2011). Corpus approaches to evaluation: Phraseology and evaluative language. 
Routledge. 

Hunston, S., & Sinclair, J. (2000). Towards a local grammar of evaluation. In S. Hunston & 
G. Thompson (Eds.), Evaluation in text: Authorial stance and the construction of discourse   
(pp. 74–101). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jflm.2021.10215
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jflm.2021.10215


  Olga O’Toole | 89 

Huntington, C., Berkowitz, A. D., & Orchowski L.M. (2022). False accusations of sexual assault:  
Prevalence, misperceptions, and implications for prevention work with men and boys. In L. 
M. Orchowski & A. D. Berkowitz (Eds.), Engaging boys and men in sexual assault prevention: 
Theory, research, and practice. Academic Press. 

Iconis, R. (2008). Rape myth acceptance in college students: A literature review. Contemporary  
Issues in Education Research, 1(2), 47–52. https://doi.org/10.19030/cier.v1i2.1201 

Krzyżanowski, M. (2016). Recontextualisation of neoliberalism and the increasingly  
conceptual nature of discourse: Challenges for critical discourse studies. Discourse &  
Society, 27(3), 308–321. 

Lichty, L. F., & Gowen, L. K. (2021). Youth response to rape: Rape myths and social support. 
Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(11–12), 5530–5557. 

Maddux, W. W., & Yuki, M. (2006). The “ripple effect”: Cultural differences in perceptions of 
the consequences of events. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32(5), 669–683. 

MAXQDA. Software for qualitative data analysis, 1989–2024, VERBI Software. Consult. Sozial-
forschung GmbH, Berlin, Germany. 

Mills, S., & Grainger, K. (2016). Directness and indirectness across cultures. Springer. 
O’Toole, O. (2022) CMC as a reflection and a source of social ideologies: A critical discourse  

analysis of rape victim blaming in Polish and American internet communication [Doctoral  
dissertation]. Jagiellonian University, JU Repository. 

Pesta, R. (2011). Provocation and the point of no return: An analysis of victim-precipitated 
homicide. Youngstown State University, USA, 1–67 

Petherick, W. A., & Sinnamon, G.C.B. (2013). Motivations: Victim and offender perspectives. 
In W. A. Petherick (Ed.), Profiling and serial crime: Theoretical and practical issues (3rd ed., 
pp. 393–430). Anderson Publishing. 

Petherick, W. (2017). Victim precipitation: Why we need to expand upon the theory. Forensic 
Research & Criminology International Journal, 5(2), 262–264. 

Sauntson, H. (2020). Researching language gender and sexuality: A student guide.  Routledge. 
Shchipitsina, L. Y. (2015). “Genre status of an online comment.” Vestnik Bashkirskogo  

Universiteta, 20(2), 528–532. 
Touraine, A. (2000). A method for studying social actors. Journal of world-systems research, 

900–918. 
Turanovic, J. (2018). Toward a life course theory of victimization. In S. H. Decker & K. A. 

Wright (Eds.), Criminology and public policy: Putting theory to work  (2nd ed.). Temple  
University Press. 

Van Dijk, T. A. (2011). Discourse and ideology. Discourse Studies: A Multidisciplinary Introduc
tion, 2, 379–407. 

-

Van Leeuwen, T. (2013). The representation of social actors. In C. R. Caldas-Coulthard & M. 
Coulthard (Eds.), Texts and practices (pp. 32–70). Routledge. 

Walther, J. (2016). Social information processing theory (CMC). In C. R. Berger & M. 
E. R oloff (Eds.), The international encyclopedia of interpersonal communication (1st ed.,  
pp. 1–14). John Wiley & Sons. 

Williams, J. E. (1984). Secondary victimization: Confronting public attitudes about rape. 
 Victimology, 9(1), 66–81. 

Yu, G. (2006). winMAX and MAXQDA Workshop (half day). School of Language, Linguistics 
and Area Studies, University of West England. University of West England, [online]. 

https://doi.org/10.19030/cier.v1i2.1201


C H A P T E R  S I X  |   C H A R L E S  M E A D O W S  A N D    
C A R R I E  M E A D O W S  

Voices of Outrage and Support 

Understanding Public Reaction to the Larry Nassar Sentencing 

Abstract 

This study analyzed 8,969 tweets following Larry Nassar’s sentencing using a mixed-
method approach that combined semantic network analysis and content analysis. The  
semantic network analysis revealed four major themes based on the interconnections 
among key concepts: (1) accountability of organizations and individuals, (2) sentenc
ing of Nassar, (3) criticism of Nassar, and (4) support for victims. In addition, the 
content analysis identified a clear gendered pattern about sexual harassment: women 
were more likely to discuss victims, whereas men tend to focus on facts and account
ability. By uncovering distinct public sentiments and rhetorical patterns surrounding 
the Larry Nassar sentencing, the findings offered an alternative lens to understand 
how the public constructed meaning from a major crisis and how individual attributes  
can play a role in this process. These findings underscored the importance of under
standing how the public engage with crisis events on social media. By recognizing the 
meanings embedded in public discourse and the rhetorical cues that emerge in real 
time, organizations can more effectively align their crisis communication strategies 
with public sentiment. 

-

-

-

Keywords: Semantic network analysis, social media discourse, gender differences, 
cr isis communication, public sentiment 

Literature Review 

January 24, 2018, marked the end of one of the most publicized sexual abuse scan
dals in the United States. It was the day that Judge Rosemarie Aquilina sentenced 
Larry Nassar to 40 to 175 years in prison on 10 counts of first-degree sexual assault 
and three counts of felony sexual misconduct. The sentencing followed an intensive 
investigation about the sexual abuse scandal of Larry Nassar, a former Michigan State 
University (hereafter MSU) employee and a USA Gymnastics’ team physician. As the  
biggest sex abuse scandal in sports history, this case garnered widespread publicity 

-
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(Graham, 2017). Over 300 victims were involved in the investigation and all the orga
nizations involved, MSU, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (hereafter 
NCAA), USA Gymnastics, and even the U.S. Olympic Committee were accused of 
violating multiple policies and safety practices designed to protect young women ath
letes from predators. 

-

-

The scandal received extensive coverage from media, significantly raising public 
awareness about the issue of sexual abuse among female athletes. As the events of the 
Larry Nassar case unfolded, the public witnessed a series of outcomes. For example, 
beyond the firing and resignation of key personnel in the organizations mentioned 
above, the Karolyi Ranch, formerly the national training center for the USA Gym
nastics was closed. The U.S. Center for SafeSport launched in 2017 to investigate and 
address child abuse in sports. 

-

The public engaged in widespread conversation on X (formerly Twitter) about the 
scandal. The magnitude of the crisis was clear as several key actors were mentioned 
throughout the trial and afterwards. For example, on January 24, 2018, Larry Nassar 
was the 11th trending keyword on X, and Judge Aquilina’s name was trending in the 
38th place. Simone Biles, a 2016 Olympic gold medalist, was a trending topic the fol
lowing day, when she announced that she was a survivor of Nassar’s abuse. The series 
of trending keywords demonstrates that this crisis not only garnered public sentiment  
on social media but presented a sustained dialogue regarding the events that were 
unfolding. Therefore, it is of the utmost importance to understand how the public 
was perceiving and making meaning of the events that were taking place. One means 
of exploring this question can be found in semantic netwok analysis. 

-

Semantic Network Analyses of Social Media Content 
Semantic network analysis (hereafter SNA) has been implemented in communication  
research as a means of demonstrating the relationships among concepts. Relation
ships can be revealed by showing the network structure of human communication as 
clusters and even the relationships among actors and different frames (Shin, 2020). 
Calabrese et al. (2019) stated that “semantic network analysis can highlight the most 
salient information in a body of text through developing networks that are repre
sentative of meaning” (p. 956). This ability to understand meaning is important to 
researchers as a large proportion of the population utilizes mediated communication 
platforms that have an inherent underlying network structure, such as social media. 
Although several SNA approaches exist, most utilize a combination of word frequen
cies and co-occurrences, generating a network map and possible clusters/frames from  
the data (David et al., 2014). 

-

-

-

A growing body of research has employed SNA to explore how individuals interact 
on social media during public events, including the strategies used in the BP Oil Cri
sis (Schultz et al., 2012), celebrity news coverage (Murphy, 2010), and foreign diplo
macy (Yang et al., 2012). For instance, Cho et al. (2021) analyzed the United Airlines’ 

-
-
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passenger removal crisis on X, focusing on how ethnicity-related words appeared in 
English and Chinese tweets. Their findings revealed that compared to English tweets, 
C hinese-language tweets were more likely to invoke ethnic focused discussions 
regarding the crisis. Similarly, Mizoroki and Kim (2021) used SNA to examine how 
users discussed sexual abuse allegations made by two women against their powerful 
superiors in Japan and South Korea. They found that the discourse about sexual abuse  
was highly politicized, with political scandal narratives overshadowing the core issue 
of the rape allegations. More recently, Dai et al. (2024) analyzed tweets containing the  
hashtag #TexasAbortionBan, finding that the dominant themes centered on women’s 
access to abortion services and their autonomy over reproductive decisions. 

Although the X users who commented on the Nassar sentencing are unlikely to 
know each other, and they may have various life experiences or backgrounds, when 
they post (and repost) about Nassar’s sentencing, they exchange symbols and their 
underlying meanings. Communication has a great impact on the rhetorical develop
ment of the event as it helps construct a reality within a virtual shared community. 
A shared community is defined as “an audience that comes together around similar 
interests and concerns and often reshares information they comment and post on” 
(Perreault & Perreault, 2019). Therefore, X users who contribute to the rhetoric com
munity collectively create a narrative to an online event (Hossain et al, 2019). 

-

-

In sum, prior research has demonstrated the utility of SNA in analyzing public 
discourse across a range of events, highlighting how meaning is negotiated within 
social media communities. In the context of the Larry Nassar case, applying SNA 
to X conversations can provide critical insight into how the public collectively con
structed narratives around justice, gender, and institutional accountability. As such, 
the approach offers a powerful lens through which to understand the symbolic and 
rhetorical dimensions of social media communication during crises. Therefore, the 
following research questions are asked: 

-

RQ1: What were the words that had the most direct links to other words in the 
Tweets through a SNA? 

RQ2: What themes existed in the Tweets about the Larry Nassar sentencing? 

Gendered Narration in the Context of Sexual Harassment 

The literature on gender attitudes toward sexual harassment provides valuable 
insights into how men and women might differ in their responses to Nassar’s sen
tencing. Research has shown that men and women perceive sexual harassment dif
ferently (Richardson & Taylor, 2009). Specifically, women tend to discuss sexual 
harassment from the perspective of the victim more than men (Dougherty, 2001). 
Furthermore, women tended to recognize a broader range of behaviors as sexual 
harassment ( Berryman-Fink & Riley, 1997; Dunn & Cody, 2000; Rotundo et al., 

-
-
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2001). In addition, men were less likely to endorse a severe punishment for the perpe
trator of sexual harassment than women (Nodeland & Craig, 2021). Dougherty (2001)  
suggested gender differences in perceptions of sexual harassment can be explained 
through the Standpoint framework. According to this framework, men often focus 
on fears of false accusations, while women are more concerned with physical harm. 

-

Prior studies have shed light on the gender difference of perceptions of sexual 
harassment. For example, Mizoroki and Kim (2021) found that compared to their 
female counterparts, males’ conversation about the sexual harassment on social media  
was “all about politics” (p. 146). Several studies found that women were less tolerant of  
sexual harassment than men (e.g., Bitton & Shaul, 2013; Russell & Trigg, 2004). More 
recently, Lam and Mesch (2025) found that women perceived offline and online sex
ual harassments as more serious, more harmful, and less moral. The literature led us 
to wonder whether men and women would have different responses when discussing 
Nassar’s sentencing event on X. Thus, we pose the following research question: 

-

RQ3: Are there differences between men and women in the themes present in 
Tweets about the Nassar sentencing? 

Method 

Sampling 
Tweets for this analysis were collected from January 24 to January 28, 2018. This time 
frame was selected because Larry Nassar was sentenced by Judge Rosemarie Aquilina 
on January 24, 2018. The keyword “Nassar” was selected to capture any mention of 
the event. The final sample contained 8,969 Tweets. Only English-language Tweets 
were included. 

The genders of the individuals who posted the tweets were manually coded using a  
coding scheme. For the purpose of this study, gender was categorized as male, female, 
or other. Two coders who were authors of the paper assessed users’ profile pages by 
carefully examining both the profile descriptions and profile pictures. For example, 
a user who described themselves as “a wife, a mom, and a coffee lover,” was coded as 
female. A user’s gender was coded as “other” when (1) gender could not be inferred 
from the profile description or profile picture, or (2) the user identified with a gender 
outside the male/female binary. We used 10% of the user profiles as a training corpus. 
The intercoder reliability reached .80 after training. Then the two coders split the user  
profiles and coded the entire data set. 

Semantic Network Analysis 
In the first stage of the SNA, the raw Tweets were downloaded from a X archive ser
vice, Sifter, and pre-processed in R to produce an organized data set. Pre-processing 
steps included the lowercasing of Tweets, removal of hyperlinks, punctuation, emojis,  

-
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Table 1. Caption text here including any relevant permission information. 

hashtags, and non-ASCII characters. Contractions were replaced and stop words 
(content free words) such as articles and conjunctions were also replaced. Stemming 
was applied to each Tweet to replace plurals and word variations with their singular 
form. 

After preprocessing, we generated a word frequency list using R. The words whose 
frequencies were greater than the mean frequency (mean = 13.90) were included to 
produce a co-occurrence matrix. Co-occurrence was defined as two words appearing 
in the same Tweet. Visualization of the networks was created using Gephi, a software 
program for the analysis and visualization of social networks (Bastian et al., 2009). 
We conducted modularity analyses in Gephi to identify word clusters. Each word 
cluster indicated a theme with closely linked words. Each node represented a word, 
and each link represented a co-occurrence relationship within a Tweet. The size of 
each node indicated its degree centrality. Line thickness represented co-occurrence 
frequency. Only words with degree centrality larger than the mean were included in 
network (mean = 126.58). This way we can insure readability of the network. Each 
color represented a theme. 

Results 

RQ1 examined which words had the highest number of direct connections to other  
words within the semantic network. The top ten frequently mentioned words were  
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Fig 1. Caption text here including any relevant permission information. 

Nassar (n = 3,381), judge (n = 1,201), MSU (n = 951), woman (n = 859), year  (n = 853),  
sentence (n = 834), prison (n = 680), 175 (n = 561), sexual (n = 527), and victim (n = 494).  
Table 1 shows the top 20 words that had most direct links to other words in the network. 

RQ2 investigated what themes existed in the Tweets. Four themes emerged from 
analyzing the interconnections among symbols: (1) accountability of organizations 
and individuals, (2) sentencing of Nassar, (3) criticism of Nassar, and (4) support for 
victims. Figure 1 shows the semantic network of Nassar’s sentencing. The label size 
reflected the degree centrality of each word in the network. Below is a more detailed 
analysis of each theme. 

Theme of Accountability of Organizations and Individuals 
This theme came in response from the X discussions revolving around the cover-ups 
and apathetic responses from the organizations and individuals, specifically in their 
actions and relationships to Larry Nassar. Often, the organizations involved were 
directly mentioned alongside Larry Nassar (i.e., MSU and Nassar or USA Gymnas
tics and Nassar). Words such as allow, happen, sexual, assault, abuse, scandal, cover, 
protect, resign, investigation, shame, accountable, involved, ignore frequently appeared in 
this theme, often in conjunction with named organizations and individuals such as 
Simon, president, Izzo, board, member, MSU, USA Gymnastics,  and the NCAA. These 
terms reflected a strong public focus on institutional responsibility and systemic fail
ure. Examples include: “The NCAA shows bold leadership! (20 years after the first 
reported abuse)” (Blanchard, 2018); “As it should. The culture of covering up sexual 
assault goes much deeper than the Nassar case and reaches all corners of the univer
sity” (Mac, 2018); and “Now USA Gymnastics and Michigan State need to be fully 
investigated and punished” (Beetner, 2018). 

-

-

-
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This set of words also indicate what corrective actions the public want the blamed 
personal to take (e.g., resign). An example Tweet was: “As a parent of a young woman 
who drove change at colleges on sexual assault—I applaud the courage of the young 
women who spoke out vs. Larry Nassar; the system that allowed this to continue for 
so long. USAG and organized sports—you are on notice. The world is watching” 
(Ilse, 2018). 

Theme of Nassar’s Sentencing 
In this theme, the law and legal consequences are used to address Larry Nassar’s 
behaviors and crimes. The words such as sentence, 175, year, prison, sign, death, and war
rant  alluded to the public’s sharing of the consequences of his crimes. The words— 
sentence, 175, year, prison—were used to provide details regarding the judgement 
of Nassar. This theme focused on the basic fact of the sentencing of Larry Nassar. 
Specially, the length of sentence, 175 years, was frequently shared by individuals as 
both novel and debatable points. The tweet: “Larry Nassar has been sentenced to 175 
years in prison and I’ve never been happier, rot in prison, then in hell. No words can 
describe how disgusting of a human being he is! So happy justice has been served, 
bless all the victims you have a world of support” (Stefff, 2018), is an example of how 
these keywords are employed to share Nassar being sentenced to 175 years in prison. 
Another example was “#BREAKING: Larry Nassar sentenced to 175 years in prison” 
(Bryant, 2018). 

-

Theme of Criticism of Nassar 
This theme was characterized by the emotional venting in response to Nassar’s sen
tencing. Many people expressed their feelings toward Larry Nassar and his legal pun
ishment. Emotional venting took the form of words such as rot, hell, piece, shit, deserve, 
fuck, jail, man, life, disgust, sick, scrum, evil, ass, die, bad, and guy.  These words could 
be viewed as expressions of outrage at the unfolding events during the sentencing. 
Examples included: “What a disgusting human being how can they get away for so 
long & hurt so many children” (Palestine, 2018); “What a sick monster. Give him the 
death penalty” (McDonalds, 2018); “Rot in jail but still not enough for this monster” 
(Buis, 2018); and “Holy shit this letter that Nassar wrote are you kidding me? His 
‘apologies’ ring completely hollow as the judge is reading excerpts. Audible gasps and 
laughter from those present, particularly his claims that he was manipulated. This is 
unbelievable” (Koenig, 2018). 

-
-

Theme of Support for Victims 
This theme was composed by a set of feminine-related and emotional words such as 
woman, victim, girl, young , survivor, power, 150, many, come, forward, tell, female, help, 
strong, speak, love, stand, voice, amazing, truly, love, hear, hero, heart, and thank. In this 
theme, the women, victims, girls, and survivors became the center of the discourse on X.   
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The public expressed sympathy for the females who were abused and appreciated 
those who chose to speak up. This theme captured the need of individuals to offer 
emotional support to the victims involved in the situation. Example tweets included: 
“Thank goodness! May our prayers and strength go out to the family and friends of 
these victims and survivors. Now time for USA Gymnastics and US Olympic Com
mittee to step up” (Kirschke, 2018), and “My heart goes out to all the families affected 
by what Larry Nassar did to those girls. Its sickening” (AP, 2018). 

-

RQ3  investigated whether there were any differences between males and females 
on the themes in the Tweets about the Nassar sentencing. Overall, males (n = 4,320, 
47.6%) tweeted slightly more than females (n = 3,998, 44%) on the theme of Nassar’s 
sentencing. To examine the differences between gender and how their posts fell into 
different themes, we ran a series of Chi-square tests, and all tests showed significant 
results. For the theme of support for victims, females (n = 2,970, 74.3%) were signifi-
cantly more likely to post about this theme than males (n = 2,783, 64.4%). χ2(1, N = 
8,318) = 94.76, p < .001. Males (n = 1,329, 30.8%) were significantly more likely to post 
about the theme of Nassar’s sentencing than females (n = 1,044, 26.1%), χ2(1, N = 
8,318) = 22.03, p < .001. For the theme of criticism of Nassar, males (n = 3,429, 79.4%) 
were significantly more likely to post about this theme than females (n = 3,014, 75.4%),  
χ2(1, N = 8,318) = 18.91, p < .001. Males (n = 2,995, 69.3%) were significantly more likely  
than females to post about the theme of accountability of organizations and individu
als (n = 2,502, 62.6%), χ2(1, N = 8,318) = 42.18, p < .001. 

-

Discussion and Conclusions 

Semantic network analysis is a valuable tool to assist identifying key public senti
ment. Through computer-assisted methods, we can efficiently analyze large volumes 
of tweets. More importantly, this approach enables flexible coding of words and 
themes that emerge from tweets, rather than code the content with more qualitative 
approaches. This objective tool allows new and unexpected themes to emerge. 

-

X facilitates the creations of shared communities by enabling users to connect 
despite typical barriers to online communication. By examining the individual 
themes, a classical hero and villain theme emerged as Bormann noted often occurs 
among small groups who dramatize events (Bormann, 1972). The hero portion of the 
rhetorical vision can be seen in two elements. The first hero, Judge Rosemarie Aqui
lina, emerged from the themes of Nassar’s Sentencing and Support for Victims. In the 
Nassar’s Sentencing theme, Judge Rosemarie Aquilina  presided over the prosecution 
of Larry Nassar and sentenced him. The fact that a female judge both presided and 
sentenced a man, Larry Nassar, in this sexual abuse scandal strongly resonated among 
individuals. The Nassar’s Sentencing theme places the hero directly in the middle of 
the story as she is credited with sentencing Nassar. There is even a scene in the court 
room of Judge Rosemarie Aquilina dramatically tearing a letter Nassar wrote to the 

-
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court regarding the accusations again him. In the Support for Victims theme, the hero 
can be seen as offering justice for the victims. There are many examples of Tweets 
crediting the judge for giving the victims hope by her actions and even a role model 
for women. For example, one news anchor tweets: “Judge took time w/sentencing 
reading back a letter Nassar wrote 2 months after accepting the plea deal where he 
blamed victims and said they were lying. Says it played a large role in her sentencing. 
Mocked his words, making people laugh in courtroom” (Ubaka, 2018). The second 
hero found in the themes is that of the victim. This hero emerged from the Support for  
Victims theme recognized above. In many Tweets, the public highlighted the strength 
and persistence of the victims involved in the scandal. Individuals shared positive 
comments regarding the victims and recognized their heroic actions. 

The villains of the tweets can be found among the individuals and organizations 
involved in this crisis that had direct or indirect actions in the scandal. Individual vil
lains were identified as Larry Nassar and the MSU president. Organizational villains 
included MSU and USA Gymnastics USA Gymnastics. These villains were identi
fied from the Accountability of Organizations and Individuals and Nassar’s Sentencing 
themes in the analysis. It is clear from examining the valences and keywords in the 
SNA that the public viewed both Nassar and the organizations involved as villains. In 
the United States, child molesters and other criminals are consistently identified as 
evil by society, given the established moral and ethical Western traditions. 

-

-

During the Nassar sentencing, the public mainly used X for information seeking 
(manifested by the Accountability of Organizations and Individuals theme) and emo
tional venting (manifested by the Criticism of Nassar and Support for Victims themes). 
Based on a centrality analysis, the majority of the top ten words in the analysis were 
news related. The public focused on the facts associated with the sentencing, (i.e., 
information related to who, what, when, how, and why). The analysis indicated that 
the public were logically thinking about the next steps for protecting athletes and how  
the organizations involved should respond, such as requesting leadership changes. 
The public also reshared facts based on popular news stories. Predominately nega
tive emotions were expressed about Nassar and the organizations that sheltered him 
during his acts of sexual abuse. 

-

-

Sentencing of Larry Nassar is only one aspect of the public discourse. The public  
also use X to demand accountability from involved institutions. Although the crisis  
originated with an individual, public scrutiny and accountability ultimately extended  
to the organizations that were held responsible for their lack of oversight and pro
tections for young athletes. For instance, within the Accountability of Organizations  
and Individuals theme, it is evident that the public outrage extended beyond Nassar  
to include institutions like USA Gymnastics and MSU. Tweets referencing MSU  
frequently included keywords such as Nassar, sexual, assault, abuse, president, resign,  
need, victim, and sentence. Similarly, tweets about USA Gymnastics often included  
terms like Nassar, doctor, sexual, and abuse. X users indicated that key personnel need  

-
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to  resign because they allowed the sexual abuses to happen. The co-occurrence of these  
words suggests that the public attribute responsibility not only to Nassar, but also  
to the institutions that enabled his actions through negligence or inaction. The pub
lic discourse surrounding the Nassar sentencing demonstrates a broader demand  
for systemic change and institutional accountability. Rather than limiting blame to  
individual actors, X users actively call for organizational reform and preventative  
measures to ensure the protection of young athletes moving forward. This shift in  
responsibility from the individual to the institutional level underscores the critical  
role of organizational communication and crisis response strategies in regaining pub
lic trust. These emergent themes offer valuable insight into public sentiment during  
a sexual abuse crisis and serve as critical input for shaping organizational response  
strategies. 

-

-

The findings reveal a significant gender difference in how users engage with themes  
related to sexual harassment on social media. Females are more likely to center their 
discourse around the victims, offering emotional support and empathy, while males 
tend to focus on factual element of the news, expressing criticism toward Larry Nassar  
and the organizations that enable his actions. The findings suggest that gender influ
ences not only the emotional tone but also the framing and focus of public discourse 
surrounding sexual abuses. Understanding the differences has important implica
tions for developing more effective communication strategies and victim advocacy 
campaigns. 

-

-

To conclude, this study uncovers important and distinct public sentiment and rhe
torical pattern surrounding the Larry Nassar sentencing through the lens of SNA. By 
analyzing a large volume of tweets, this study identified central themes and key actors 
in the collective construction of meaning within an online rhetorical community. X 
serves as a platform not only for information sharing and emotional venting, but also 
a venue for online rhetorical community building and advocating for organizational 
accountability. In addition, the study identifies a clear gendered pattern about sexual 
harassment: women were more likely to discuss victims, whereas men tend to focus 
on facts and accountability. The gender distinctions have critical implications for cri
sis communication strategies, suggesting that organizations must be attentive to the 
various ways that different demographics of the public respond to crisis cases. By 
understanding how the public use social media to navigate a crisis and create mean
ing, organizations can better respond to public sentiment and implement meaningful 
strategies during and after a crisis. 

-

-

-
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Abstract 

The paper analyzes the Russophobia frame and dysphemisms in Russian sports dis
course during wartime. Sports discourse, like political discourse, has an inherently 
adversarial nature, particularly in the context of state-sponsored Russian sports. In 
Russian sports media, the Russophobia frame was used to condemn alleged dis
criminatory measures against Russia before 2022, especially with regard to doping 
issues. However, since Russia’s suspension from major international competitions, 
the Russophobia frame has been reinforced, as evidenced by the increased use of 
derivatives with rusofob, “Russophobe,” in leading Russian sports media. Russian ath
letes, coaches, sports officials, and politicians criticize the international sports com
munity, employing the Russophobia frame to stigmatize their targets while portraying  
Russia as a victim. In those instances, dysphemisms—nouns or nominal phrases that 
harshly degrade their referents—are frequently used. The targets of these dysphe
misms include international sports organizations and their measures against Russia, 
competitions without Russian athletes, as well as foreign sports figures perceived as 
“anti-Russian.” Apart from commonly used offensive words, dysphemisms are based 
on references to illness, sexual acts, historical atrocities, animalization, betrayal, dop
ing violations, and physical appearance. Textually, dysphemisms used by sporting 
figures often appear in article headlines to attract readers’ attention. Journalists also 
employ dysphemisms in periphrasis, repeatedly referring to the same target through
out a text to reinforce negative perceptions among readers. Overall, Russian sports 
discourse reflects an antagonistic nature marked by emotional intensity and hostility. 

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

Keywords: Russia, sports discourse, war, Russophobia, dysphemism 

Russian Sports Discourse 

-
 

Sport, as one of the key social phenomena in the modern world, has attracted atten
tion in linguistics and discourse analysis. The terminology used to describe how 
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individuals engage in talking about sport varies, including terms such as “sports dis
course” (Schirato, 2013), the Russian equivalent “sportivnyj diskurs” (Zil’bert, 2001a,  
2001b), “discourse of sport” or “language in sport” (Caldwell et al., 2017, p. 2). Sports  
discourse broadly encompasses both sports-proper communication, which covers  
interactions between athletes and coaches during training and competitions, as well  
as live commentary, and sports-themed media discourse, which comprises commen
tary, sports news, and online communication among fans. In the latter case, sports  
discourse is closely related to media discourse. Moreover, sports discourse intersects  
with political and war discourses, sharing an agonistic nature (Zil’bert, 2001b, p. 105)  
and cognitive concepts such as rivalry, battle, rules, strategy and tactics, and victory  
and defeat (Šejgal, 2000, p. 45). Sport is often closely linked to politics, giving rise  
to politicized sports discourse in which political content dominates, and the sport
ing aspect becomes secondary (Novikov, 2015, p. 212), or sports-related political  
discourse. 

-

-

-

Elite sports, in which athletes compete at the international level representing 
their country, are deeply intertwined with national identity and state ideology, often 
serving as a tool of state propaganda. This is particularly evident in Russia, where 
the government financially supports elite sports since the Soviet era (Vladimirova, 
2020). Russia utilizes sports as a means to cultivate a positive national image and 
reinforce the idea of a strong state (Kijamova, 2018), a goal effectively pursued through  
state-controlled media. For example, Match TV, one of Russia’s most popular sports 
channels, is owned by Gazprom-Media, a subsidiary of Gazprom, the state-owned 
energy corporation. 

Today, two major issues have fueled conflict between Russia and the West: dop
ing and exclusion from global sports. The state-organized doping scheme in Russia 
for the 2014 Olympic Games in Sochi led to serious confrontation between Russia 
and Western countries, forcing Russia to adopt a defensive and justificatory position 
(Korneeva, 2017, p. 273). Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
Russian athletes have faced bans from major international competitions, most nota
bly the Olympic games, making this exclusion a prominent wartime topic in Russian 
sports discourse. In contrast to Ukrainian sports discourse, where athletes actively 
discuss the war’s impact on their sporting careers and national identity (Horiguchi, 
2024), the Russo-Ukrainian war, despite being the underlying cause of the challenges 
faced by Russian sport today, remains a less explicit theme in Russian sports discourse. 

-

-

Russian sports discourse prominently reflects the state’s antagonistic political rhet
oric. The dichotomy of us/them persists, positioning Russia in direct opposition to 
the West. Russia’s isolation from both the West and global sports is perfectly mirrored  
in its narrative, which asserts that the country’s presence and strength are indispens
able for the proper functioning of global systems, thereby justifying its international 
significance. This belief is echoed in official rhetoric, as illustrated by the following 
statements: 

-

-
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(…) bez suverennoj, sil’noj Rossii nikakoj pročnyi, stabilnyi miroporjadok nevozmožen. 
(…) without a sovereign and strong Russia, no durable and stable world order 

is possible. 
—Vladimir Putin, Russian president (Putin, 2024) 

(…) bez Rossii razvitie mirovogo sporta nevozmožno. 
(…) without Russia, development of global sports is impossible. 

—Oleg Matycin, Russian sports minister (Matycin, 2023) 

As demonstrated in these statements, the messianic narrative propagated by Rus
sian officials in both political and sports discourse, is reinforced within contemporary 
domestic academia. For instance, it is argued that “the decision to ‘cancel’ Russia, 
anti-Russian sentiments, and hatred toward everything Russian pose a serious long
term threat to global sports, which could ultimately destroy the entire international 
sports movement” (Čebar’ & Nazarov, 2023, pp. 478–479). The exclusion of Russian 
athletes from international competitions is framed by Russian scholars as part of a 
broader phenomenon of cancel culture (Artamonova & Rustamova, 2023, p. 125), 
equating sports with other national attributes such as culture. The narrative of can
celling Russian culture has been strategically employed by the Kremlin both domes
tically and internationally as a propaganda tool, fostering a sense of self-victimization 
while simultaneously diverting attention from domestic censorship and the repres
sion of dissenting voices (Romashko, 2024, pp. 3,11). This self-victimizing rhetoric is 
also evident in Russian sports discourse, particularly through the Russophobia frame,  
which is explored in the next section. 

-

-

-
-

-

Despite Russia’s absence from global sports, contemporary Russian sports dis
course remains rich with topics that warrant multimodal linguistic analysis. This 
study conducts a lexical analysis of Russian sports discourse during wartime, focusing  
on the Russophobia frame and dysphemisms used by Russian sports figures, politi
cians, and journalists. These dysphemisms target perceived “enemies,” such as inter
national sports organizations, foreign sports figures, and domestic athletes accused 
of “betraying” the country. The empirical data consists of written texts published 
mostly after 2022 in Russian sports media, sourced from the Russian media database 
Integrum (www.integrumworld.com), which enables keyword searches over specific 
time periods across multiple Russian sports media outlets. Additionally, social media 
accounts of selected Russian athletes were examined. This research primarily employs  
qualitative analysis and does not aim to extend beyond its defined scope. 

-

-
-

Russophobia Frame in Russian Sports Discourse 

Historically, the term rusofobija, “Russophobia,” dates back to the 19th century in Rus
sian and Western political discourses. Its initial concept emerged in two contexts: 

-

https://www.integrumworld.com
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domestically, it was used to accuse critics of the tsarist regime inside the Russian 
Empire (Darczewska & Żochowski, 2015, pp. 9–10), while internationally, it referred 
to the perception of a Russian threat prevalent in Western Europe (McNally, 1958). 

Since 2014, the notion of Russophobia has been increasingly employed by the 
Russian government in the context of the Russo-Ukrainian war (Darczewska & 
Żochowski, 2015, p. 16; Robinson, 2019, p. 64; Fortuin, 2022, p. 330). This usage can 
be described as the Russophobia frame (Zelenkauskaitė, 2022, p. 192), the Russo
phobia narrative (Ventsel et al., pp. 31–32; Hoyle et al., 2024) or as part of a broader 
“Nazi-genocide-Russophobia” frame (Fortuin, 2022). In this framework, the term is 
decontextualized from its historical meanings and is typically used, from a Russian 
perspective, to describe alleged negative or discriminatory attitudes toward Russia, 
Russians, and Russian culture in Western countries. The Russophobia rhetoric allows  
Russia “to position itself as a moral victim despised by the West and its allies” and “nip  
in the bud the accusations by the opponent perceived as malevolent and destructive, 
and to attribute to the enemies precisely those condemnable qualities that the latter 
use to characterize Russia” (Ventsel et al., 2021, p. 32). At the same time, Russia does 
not acknowledge that this narrative serves its own strategic goals. Instead, it perceives 
Russophobia as a concept imposed by Western political agendas, against which it 
must actively defend itself (Sizov, 2015, p. 254). 

-

Although the term lacks a unified definition, the Russian government introduced it  
in 2024 at the legislative level. Vladimir Putin signed a decree approving the updated 
“Strategy for Combating Extremism in the Russian Federation,” in which the notion 
of Russophobia, alongside xenophobia, is defined as a form of extremism. The decree 
defines Russophobia as “an unfriendly, biased, and hostile attitude toward Russian 
citizens, the Russian language and culture, Russia’s traditions and history, manifested, 
among other things, in aggressive sentiments and actions of political forces and their 
individual representatives, as well as in discriminatory actions of the authorities of 
unfriendly states against Russia” (Decree of the President of the Russian Federation, 
2024). Given the term’s extensive prior use and its inherently vague definition, it 
remains unclear how its legal codification will impact political discourse. Neverthe
less, due to its broad scope, any criticism of Russia can potentially be labeled as Rus
sophobia in official Russian discourse. 

-
-

The Russophobia frame has been present in Russian sports media before the out
break of the full-scale war. Its use intensified as tensions between Russia and the West 
deepened. In 2015, the World Anti-Doping Agency accused Russia of state-sponsored 
doping, leading international sports organizations to impose full or partial bans on 
Russian athletes from international competitions. Although these sanctions were 
based on institutional procedures, they were widely perceived within the mainstream 
Russian sports discourse as politically motivated attacks driven by alleged hostility 
toward Russia and Russians. This perspective is reinforced by a recurring argument 
in Russian sports discourse: “our rivals want to defeat us in everything, but in some 

-
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sports, realizing that they cannot win, they resort to “low and petty” means to elimi
nate stronger opponents in the battle for medals” (Zmeev, 2017, p. 93). 

-

The Russophobia frame, which constructs a self-victimization narrative, is not lim
ited to doping-related issues but is also invoked when Russia contests official com
petition results deemed unfavorable. A notable example occurred during the Tokyo 
Olympics, in the individual all-around rhythmic gymnastics competition on August 7,  
2021. Russian gymnast Dina Averina won the silver medal, while Israel’s Linoy Ashram  
secured gold despite making a mistake in her ribbon routine. Following this outcome,  
Maria Zaharova, the official representative of the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
expressed her outrage over the judging in her Telegram account, stating that “the 
scoundrels who started a Russophobic war against sports could not allow this victory”  
( Jampol’skaja, 2021). This reaction aligned with the overall tone of Russian sports 
media, further reinforcing the Russophobia frame. 

-
-

The Russophobia frame has been actively employed in Russian media to criticize 
sanctions against Russia, particularly during wartime, as the country remains banned 
from major international competitions and isolated from global sports due to its full
scale invasion of Ukraine. According to data from the Russian media database Inte
grum, the frequency of the words derived from the element rusofob- ‘Russophobe’ 
across 6,457 sources of the Russian media nearly doubled in the period from February  
24, 2022, to February 23, 2024 (132,402 texts), compared to the period from Febru
ary 24, 2020, to February 23, 2022 (78,826 texts). This trend extends to sports media. 
In eight popular Russian sports websites (RIA Novosti Sport, RIA Novosti Sporta, 
Sovetskij sport, sport.ru, sportbox.ru, Sport-Ekspress, Chempionat, and Match TV), 
the usage of rusofob-derivatives has increased fivefold during the same two-year period  
(from 245 to 1,253 texts), reflecting the growing prominence of the Russophobia frame  
in Russian sports discourse. 

-
-

-

Derivatives containing the element rusofob- “Russophobe” include various words 
such as rusofob/rusofobka “Russophobe” (in masculine and feminine forms): rusofo
bija “Russophobia”; rusofobstvo “Russophobia”; adjective rusofobskij “Russophobic”; 
verb  rusofobstvovat’ “behave in a Russophobic manner”; compound nouns rusofob- 
otmorozok “scumbag Russophobe,” hokkeist-rusofob “Russophobic hockey player.” 
The semantics of the words rusofobija “Russophobia” and rusofob/rusofobka “Russo
phobe” alone are not sufficient to stigmatize their referents. Therefore, their negative 
connotations are intensified by adjectives such as žutkij “creepy”; jaryj “ardent”;  ogolte
lyj  “reckless”; neprikrytyj  “blatant”;  ot’’javlennyj  “notorious”; bessovestnyj  “shameless,” 
as evidenced by their frequent co-occurrence with rusofob-derivatives in the Integrum  
database. 

-

-

-

During wartime, these terms have been extensively used to describe foreign sports 
officials who decided to ban Russia from international competitions due to the war 
and doping violations, as well as individual foreign athletes and coaches who pub
licly support these bans. Russian athletes, coaches, sports officials, politicians, and 

-
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journalists employ these terms to stigmatize their targets and portray their actions 
as ungrounded and discriminatory, reinforcing Russia’s self-victimization narrative. 

Sport propitan sil’neishej rusofobiej. 
Sport is imbued with the strongest Russophobia. 

—Sergej Borodavko, biathlon coach (Borodavko, 2022) 

Rusofobija USADA ne znaet granic. 
USADA’s Russophobia knows no bounds. 

—Irina Alekseeva, UFC fighter (Počežircev, 2024) 

V IBU sobralis’ ot’’javlennye rusofoby, somnitel’no, čto nas vernut na meždunarodnye 
starty. 

The IBU is full of the most notorious Russophobes, so it’s doubtful that we will 
be allowed back into international competitions. 

—Dmitrii Vasil’ev, president of Russian Biathlon Federation (Levkovich, 2024) 

Diskvalifikacija Valievoj—vopijuščij slučaj neprikrytoj rusofobiej. 
Valieva’s disqualification is an egregious case of blatant Russophobia. 

—Tatiana Moskal’kova, politician (Moskal’kova, 2024) 

The expression Nas b’jut, my krepčaem “They hit us, we get stronger,” sporadically 
used by athletes, coaches, and officials to react to the sanctions can also be interpreted  
within the Russophobia frame. Here, we clearly observe the binary opposition of us/ 
them, which is frequently employed as a rhetorical tool for speech manipulation. Rus
sia is portrayed as a resilient victim, capable of overcoming adversity. 

-

Nas b’jut, my krepčaem. 
They hit us, we get stronger. 

—Tat’jana Pokrovskaja, artistic swimming coach (Pokrovskaja, 2024) 

Čem bol’še nas b’jut, my krepčaem. 
The more they hit us, the stronger we get. 

—Nikolaj Valuev, former boxer (Neradovskaja, 2022) 

Nas davjat sankcijami, no my stanem ešče sil’nee. 
They are crushing us with sanctions, but we will become even stronger. 

—Denis Lebedev, former boxer (Puškarev, 2024) 

The image of victimhood is reinforced through verbs such as unizit’ “humiliate”; 
pritesnjat’ “oppress”; prinizit’ “belittle.” Additionally, figurative verbs such as ubivat’ 
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“kill”; uniščtožat’ “destroy”; razrušit’ “destroy”; uščemljat’ “pinch”; razdavit’ “crush”; 
zažat’ “squeeze”; zadušit’ “strangle”; and pohoronit’ “bury” depict Russia and Russian 
sports as victims in the sporting context. 

Oni unizili rossijskij sport i hotjat postavit’ na koleni. 
They [IOC] have humiliated Russian sport and want to bring it to its knees. 

—Valentina Rodionenko, artistic gymnastics coach (Astahov, 2024) 

While the Russophobia frame helps construct Russia as a victim and serves as a tool 
of self-defence against the West, current Russian sports discourse exhibits offensive 
verbal aggression toward the West through dysphemisms, which are discussed in the 
next section. 

Dysphemism 

Dysphemism is defined as “an expression with connotations that are offensive either 
about the denotatum or to the audience, or both,” and is used when “talking about 
one’s opponents, things one wishes to show disapproval of, and things one wishes to 
be seen to downgrade” (Allan & Burridge, 1991, p. 26). Dysphemism represents the 
hyperbolization of negative attitudes toward a target and often contrasts with euphe
mism, which mitigates impact through less harsh language, and neutral words and 
expressions. This linguistic triad frequently appears in politically sensitive and socially  
tabooed themes, such as death: the neutral verb umeret’  “die” and its euphemism ujti 
iz žizni “pass away” (lit. go away from life), and dysphemism sdohnut’ “croak.” 

-

However, dysphemisms can be understood more broadly beyond this triad. Some 
scholars adopt a wider definition, suggesting that any linguistic unit can be pragmat
ically dysphemistic when used with negative connotations in a given context. Dys
phemisms can be identified based on formal criteria, such as indefinite pronouns, 
which may mark speaker’s distanced attitude to the object (Sładkiewicz, 2023, p.139), 
or derivationally modified words, including diminutives and augmentatives, which 
may convey dysphemistic semantics in many languages. They can also be identified 
based on lexical criteria, such as colloquial, expressive, and stylistically marked lexi
cal units (Kameneva & Rybkina, 2021, pp. 511–512). Although dysphemisms are most 
commonly found among nouns, a broader understanding of the concept encompasses  
all parts of speech, including adjectives, verbs, and adverbs. 

-
-

-

A dysphemistic effect can also be achieved through metalinguistic operations, such  
as the intentional omission of certain linguistic elements, for example, honorific title. 
When the International Olympic Committee president, Thomas Bach suggested 
that Russian athletes who distance themselves from the regime might be allowed to 
compete internationally (Bonarrigo & Dallera, 2022), his statement provoked strong 
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reactions from Russian politicians and sports figures. Aleksandra Packevič, a former 
artistic swimmer, expressed her reluctance to use the honorific title gospodin  “Mr.” to 
refer to Bach: 

Včerašnee vystuplenie gospodina Baha, hotia gospodinom u menja lično jazyk ne povo
račivaetsja ego nazyvat’, vyzvalo vo mne burju èmocij. 

-

Yesterday’s statement by Mr. Bach, although I personally can no longer bring 
myself to call him “Mr.,” stirred up a storm of emotions in me. (Packevič, 2022) 

This metalinguistic refusal to use an honorific title can indeed be interpreted as 
dysphemistic. 

To narrow the scope of our analysis, this research focuses only on lexical units 
used in a directly referential manner to denote the target. Consequently, the examples  
include only nouns and nominal phrases. For instance, in a Russian sports media 
article, a journalist persistently derogates a Polish tennis player, who, according to 
the journalist, was leniently penalized for a doping violation and favored by judges 
in a match: 

Ni styda ni sovesti. Pol’skuju mošennicu taščat k titulu Australian Open.  
No shame, no conscience. The Polish fraudster is being dragged to the title at 

the Australian Open. (headline) (Gal’cov, 2025) 

The journalist’s disapproval of her continued participation is conveyed through the 
first phrase Ni styda ni sovesti “No shame, no conscience” and the verb taščat “they 
drag” in the headline. However, in this analysis, we consider only the noun mošennica 
“fraudster” as a dysphemism which directly refers to the target. 

In current Russian sports discourse, dysphemisms are directed at international 
sports organizations, primarily the International Olympic Committee, its president 
Thomas Bach, as well as events held without Russia’s participation. They are also 
used against foreign athletes and coaches perceived as “anti-Russian” or as violating 
the interests of Russian sports, with the aim of downplaying the significance of global 
sports in Russia’s absence. Additionally, dysphemisms are applied to Russian athletes 
who have chosen to change citizenship and represent other countries, especially after 
2022, when the international sports community imposed bans on Russian sports. 

In political discourse, dysphemism serves to manipulate public perception and 
shape evaluations of political events, figures and organizations, contributing to the 
construction of an enemy image. This function is also evident in Russian sports dis
course. From a textual point of view, two key points—headlines and periphrasis— 
should be noted. 

-

Dysphemisms frequently appear in headlines at the top of an article. Regardless  
of whether they originate from statements made by sports figures and subsequently  
cited by journalists, or they are coined by journalists themselves, they are often used  
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in headlines. Compared to other lexical units, dysphemisms are particularly effec
tive at capturing readers’ attention, as they are perceived as striking and provocative  
enough to be featured in headlines. At the same time, they may influence audience  
perception and contribute to the dissemination of a negative image of the down
graded target. The following two examples illustrate how an original utterance is cited  
in a headline, where a journalist emphasizes the speaker’s use of a dysphemism to  
label the target. 

-

-

Pozdnjakov nazval ograničenija MOK  «sportivnym genocidom» rossijan. 
‘Pozdnyakov called the IPC restrictions a “sports genocide” of Russians.’ 

(headline) 
—Stanislav Pozdnjakov, president of the Russian  

Olympic Committee (Sport RBC, 2023) 

‘On rab Ameriki’: Tihonov žestko prošelsja po glave MOK Tomasu Bahu. 
“He is a slave to America”: Tihonov harshly criticized IOC President Thomas 

Bach. headline, 
—Aleksandr Tihonov, former biathlete (Tihonov, 2022) 

Journalists mark dysphemisms through various metalinguistic means: verbs such 
as nazvat’ “call” or ščitat’ “regard” marking the act of naming, quotation marks, and 
adverbs to exhibit the speaker’s emotional intensity. 

Another textual function of dysphemisms is periphrasis, or circumlocution, in 
which a writer avoids repeating the same denotation and instead refers to it using 
various lexical means. For example, at the beginning of an article, a journalist uses four  
periphrastic expressions to downgrade the 2024 Olympic Games Paris: doping adver
tisement, doping competition, Steroid Games, a place to advertize doping. They reflect 
criticism of the event, where foreign athletes allegedly involved in doping violations 
were allowed to compete, while also emphasizing the perceived lower competitive 
level of the Games due to the exclusion of Russian and Belarussian athletes. 

-

Olimpiady v Pariže prevratjat v reklamu dopinga. Sportsmeny b’jut trevogu. Desjatki 
sportsmenov gotovy vystupit’ na sorevnovanijah dlja dopingistov. Letnjaja Olimpiada 
vo Francii uže postradala iz-za otsutstvija polnocennoj konkurencii—bez Rossii i Belo
russii Igry nel’zja nazyvat’ polnocennymi. No pomimo togo, est’ i reputacionnye riski. 
Stalo izvestno, čto v Pariž poedut sportsmeny, kotorye planirujut učastvovat’ v tak nazy
vaemyh “Igrah na steroidah”. Olimpiada prevratit’sja v mesto reklamy dopinga! 

-

-

The Olympics in Paris will be turned into a doping advertisement. Athletes 
sound the alarm. (headline) Dozens of participants in the 2024 Games are ready 
to compete in doping competitions.  The Summer Olympics in France have already  
suffered from a lack of full competition—without Russia and Belarus, the Games 
cannot be considered complete. But beyond that, there are other reputational risks.  
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It has become known that athletes planning to participate in the so-called “Steroid 
Games” will be heading to Paris. The Olympics will turn into a place to advertise 
doping!’ (Železnov, 2024). 

There are commonly used offensive words that are considered dysphemisms per se, 
such as idiot “idiot”; negodjaj “scoundrel”; merzavec “scoundrel”; izgoj “outcast”; govno  
“shit”; pridurok “fool”; mraz’ “scum”; durak “fool”; and bestoloch’ “dimwit.” Addition
ally, some dysphemisms fall into the semantic category of subordination, including 
rab “slave”; podkablučnik “whipped man”; podstilka “doormat”; and zombi “zombi.” 
These dysphemisms are directed at foreign sports figures either individually, when 
used in singular form, or collectively, when used in plural form. 

-

There are also contextual dysphemisms, that is, words that acquire a dysphemis
tic function through context, particularly via metaphor. In the following example, a 
World Championship without Russian figure skaters is deemed valueless: 

-

Rossijskie figuristy byli by brillijantovym ožerel’em na čempionate mira, a bez nih èto 
deševaja bižuterija. 

Russian figure skaters would be a diamond necklace at the World Champion
ship, and without them, it’s just cheap jewelry. [headline] 

-

—Aleksej Železnjakov, figure skating choreographer  
(Železnjakov, 2024) 

The identification of one dysphemism within a particular semantic category sug
gests the presence of other dysphemistic expressions in the same category. This jus
tifies a category-based, semantic-pragmatic approach, where categories are treated as 
productive areas for further data collection and the potential clustering of dysphe
misms within specific conceptual domains is explored. As part of the methodology, 
a thorough examination of the texts was conducted, with careful attention paid to 
identifying potential dysphemisms in context. In addition, targeted keyword searches  
were carried out based on meaning-related categories, using terms that are semanti
cally associated with each category. This twofold approach—close reading combined 
with category-driven keyword exploration—enabled the identification and classifi
cation of dysphemistic words that might not be evident through formal or structural 
criteria alone. 

-
-

-

-

-

One prominent category includes dysphemisms related to illness. This seman
tic field often serves as a source of dysphemisms (Rezanova 2008, p. 278): rakovaja  
opuhol’ “cancerous tumor”; rasstrojstvo “disorder”; zaraza “infection”; epidemija “epi
demic”; šizofrenija  “schizophrenia”; and samye bol’nye ljudi  na planete Zemlja  “the sick
est people on the planet Earth,” among others. 

-

-
-

Pozdravljaju olimpijskuju sem’ju s tem, čto oni vyrezali ètu rakovuju ohupol’ v vide 
Tomasa Baha. 
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Congratulations to the Olympic family for cutting out this cancerous tumor in 
the form of Thomas Bach. 

—Umar Kremlev, president of International Boxing Association  
(Kremlev, 2024b) 

Ja ne dumaju, čto umestno reagirovat’ na takie èmocional’nye i obsessivno
kompul’sivnye rasstrojstva, pričinu kotoryh čašče vsego možno najti v trudah Frejda. 

-

I don’t think it’s appropriate to react to such emotional and obsessive-c ompulsive  
disorders, the causes of which can most often be found in Freud’s works. 

—Filipp Švetskij, former doctor for Russian figure skating  
national team (Gončarov, 2023) 

Russophobia is perceived as a disease, as exemplified with adjectives such as  hroničeskij  
rusofob “chronical Russophobe,” kliničeskij rusofob “clinical Russophobe.” 

Some dysphemisms fall into a semantic category related to sexual acts, as seen in 
prostitutka “prostitute”; impotencija “impotence”; sodomit “sodomite”; and sodomija  
“sodomy.” 

Kremlev nazval MOK političeskimi prostitutkami posle isključenija IBA. 
Kremlev called the IOC political prostitutes after excluding IBA. [headline] 

—Umar Kremlev, president of International  
Boxing Association (Antonov, 2024) 

Irina Rodnina, Olympic champion and politician, uses a dysphemism to criticize 
the IOC for the decision to deny accreditation to journalists from RIA Novosti Sport 
for the 2024 Olympics in Paris. The inserted phrase “excuse me” indicates her aware
ness of the taboo nature of the dysphemism. 

-

Oni že nam tol’ko rasskazyvajut pro svoju demokratiju, a tak u nih suščestvuet absoljut
nejšaja, izvinite, gruppovuha. Ili, inymi slovami, krugovaja poruka. 

-

They only tell us about their democracy, but in reality, they have an absolute, 
excuse me, gang bang. Or, in other words, a mutual cover-up. 

—Irina Rodnina, former figure skater and politician (Rodnina, 2024) 

Sex-based dysphemisms also appear in discussions about the opening ceremony of 
the 2024 Olympic Games in Paris, which featured drag queens. This was viewed as 
conflicting with Russia’s so-called “traditional values.” 

Olimpijskie igry 2024—èto prjamaja sodomija i uničtoženie tradicionnyh cennostej vo 
vsem mire. 

The 2024 Olympic Games are outright sodomy and the destruction of  traditional  
values worldwide. 

—Umar Kremlev, president of the International Boxing  
Association (Savinova 2024) 
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Dysphemisms arise from historical atrocities that evoke negative reactions in spe cific 
cultures. Terms such as  nacisty “Nazis,” fašisty “fascists,” and genocid “genocide,” which 
are widely circulated in Russian official narrative against Ukraine (Fortuin, 2022), are 
also extended into Russian sports discourse and used against perceived enemies in 
international sports community. 

Opjat’ že, dumaju, èto vse èto ne sportsmeny, a politika ih strany i NOK. Real’no vedut 
sebja kak nacisty. 

Again, I think this is not about the athletes but rather the politics of their country  
and the NOC. They really behave like Nazis. 

—Ol’ga Zajceva, former biathlete (Guščina, 2024) 

A MOK v svoju očered’ vedet sebja slovno fašisty, ustrajvaja genocid sportsmenov po 
nacionalnomu priznaku i prinimaja političeskie rešenija. 

And the IOC, in turn, behaves like fascists, committing genocide against athletes  
based on nationality and making politicized decisions. 

—Umar Kremlev, president of the International  
Boxing Association (Konov-ml, 2024) 

Some dysphemisms are based on animalization to humiliate the target, such as barany  
“sheep”; kliacha  “nag”; ameba  “amoeba”; amorfnaja meduza  “amorphous jellyfish”; and  
ručnaja obez’janka “pet monkey.” 

A te, kto ego podderživajut, nastojaščie barabany, u kotoryh otsutstvujut čelovecheskie 
cennosti. 

And those who support him [Thomas Bach] are real sheep who lack human 
values. 

—Umar Kremlev, president of the International  
Boxing Association, 2024 (Kremlev, 2024a) 

Olimpiada i ee ideja v zapadnom ispolnenii—to staraja kljača, kotoruju davno pora 
pristrelit’. 

The Olympics and its idea in the Western execution are like an old nag that
should have been put down long ago. [headline] 

 

—Tina Kandelaki, deputy general director of Gazprom  
Media Holding (Kandelaki, 2024) 

Dysphemisms are related to betrayal. Russian athletes who changed their citizenship 
to other countries are described using past active participles that remind their “unpa
triotic” behavior: sbežavšij ot Rossii “who fled Russia’”; otkazavšijsja ot Rossii “who 
rejected Russia”; otrekšijsja ot Rossii “who renounced Russia”; brosivšij Rossiju “who 

-
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threw away Russia”; pokinuvšij Rossiju  “who left Russia.” Athletes are referred to as 
predatel’/predatel’nica “betrayer,” perebežčik “turncoat,” and their actions are framed 
as predatel’stvo “betrayal” and pobeg “escape.” 

Sbežavšie iz Rossii čempiony moljatja o pasportah SŠA. Predateli gotovy na vse. 
Champions who fled Russia are praying for US passports. Traitors are ready for 

anything. [headline] (Nikitina, 2024) 
Tem bolee peremanivanie rossijskich zvezd v moment, kogda im prosto zapreščeno 

vystupat’ na krupnejših turnirah—grjaznaja igra i proizvol. Pora otvetit’ na otkroven
noe vorovstvo kadrov. 

-

All the more, poaching Russian stars at a time when they are simply banned from  
competing in major tournaments is dirty play and arbitrariness. It’s time to respond  
to the blatant theft of talent. (Kovalenko, 2023) 

From a Russian perspective, little attention is given to positive doping tests among 
Western athletes, with their use of performance-enhancing substances perceived as 
justified by medical exemptions (Zmeev, 2017, p. 91). Consequently, foreign athletes 
who are permitted to use substances under medical exemptions are marked as tar-
gets: legalizovannye dopingisty “legalized doping athletes”; otkrytaja dopingistka “open 
doping girl”; norvežskij dopingist “Norwegian doping athlete”; francuskaja dopingistka  
“French doping girl”; amerikanskaja dopingistka “American doping girl”; and hodjačaja  
reklama tabletok “walking ad for pills.” 

Journalists do not hesitate to attack foreign athletes who negatively commented 
on Russian athletes, by using adjectives related to their physical appearance: krupnaja  
“big”  or tjaželaja  “heavy” in order to disparage their figures, although these terms may  
be seen as euphemistic alternatives to tolstaja “fat.” 

Bonus za rusofobiju. Medlennuju i krupnuju figuristku tjanut k zolotu čempionata mira. 
Bonus for Russophobia. A slow and large figure skater is pulled to the gold medal  

of the World championship. [headline] (Gal’cov, 2024) 

Dysphemisms are often employed by certain sports figures, such as the president of  
the International Boxing Association, Umar Kremlev, who provides rich material for 
the dysphemisms presented in this paper. This suggests that dysphemization may be 
indicative of an individual’s linguistic behavior. Indeed, such a personalistic approach 
has been adopted in researches on Vladimir Putin (Kameneva & Rabkina, 2021, pp. 
510–512), and Dmitrij Medvedev (Sładkiewicz, 2023, p.139). Dysphemisms are also 
characteristic of tabloid media platforms. For example, in the sports media outlet 
Sportbox.ru, journalists deliberately use harsh comments from sports figures as head
lines, and persistently employ dysphemisms themselves to express irony or disdain 
toward their targets. 

-
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Without addressing the ethical aspect of dysphemization by Russian sports figures 
and journalists, linguistic aggression in the form of dysphemisms in Russian sports 
discourse symbolizes its adversarial nature and resentment toward the international 
sports community. 

Conclusions 

Wartime conditions politicize Russian sports discourse and have strengthened Rus
sia’s antagonistic stance in this domain. Contemporary Russian sports discourse 
exhibits both defensive aggression, articulated through the Russophobia frame— 
which serves to self-victimize and construct enemies—and offensive aggression in 
the form of dysphemisms targeting perceived adversaries. 

-

As this is our first attempt at analyzing Russian sports discourse, this paper opens 
avenues for further research. A more thorough comparison between Russian sports 
discourse and other forms of discourse, such as political discourses, would contrib
ute to a deeper theoretical understanding. The Russophobia frame is not the only 
narrative device employed in Russia’s official rhetoric. Further analysis is needed to 
explore its parallels with other frames employed in Russian wartime discourse, such 
as the Nazism frame and the cancel culture frame. In terms of the timing, war-driven 
topics in Russian sports discourse overlap with global discussions on transgender 
athletes. Given Russia’s increasing emphasis on so-called “traditional values,” a com
parative discourse analysis across different national contexts would be particularly 
illuminating. 

-

-

Discourse may vary depending on the discipline, including factors such as media 
coverage, the competitiveness of Russian athletes, the degree of commercialization, 
and the prominence of individual sports figures. For example, in disciplines where 
Russian athletes have traditionally dominated—such as figure skating, rhythmic gym
nastics, artistic swimming, and biathlon—sporting figures are more dependent on 
state support and may express greater frustration over international bans and thus 
exhibit resentment to global sports community. In contrast, sports where Russia has 
not consistently succeeded on the global stage—or where commercial viability within  
the country provides a degree of independence such as soccer—may display different  
discursive patterns. 

-
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А War Between Generations 

The Generational Boundary in Contemporary Russian Drama 

Abstract 

The conflict between generations has traditionally been an existential problem for 
Russian culture and literature, attracting considerable literary research in the process. 
The gap in intergenerational continuity, combined with the destruction of the gener
ational transmission of values, reflects the cultural, political, and social shifts in society  
at the most dramatic points of its growth. The crux of this issue can be found in the 
current situation where the values of the older generation have become outdated, 
and its legacy is not only rejected on an ideological level but also in terms of external 
forms (clothing, language, appearance). On the other hand, the Putin-led geronto
cratic regime has specifically targeted the values of the new generation, forcing young 
and educated individuals to leave the country. Using selected dramaturgical texts by 
contemporary authors such as Asya Voloshina, Lyubov Strizhak, and Alexey Zhit
kovsky the article analyzes how the conflict between generations escalated during the 
2010s–2020s, a period which can be delineated as a kind of transitional border zone. It 
will also examine how the war in Ukraine is becoming the final boundary separating 
the current generation of children from that of their parents. The new generation, 
dissociated and lost, is trying to cope with generational trauma while bearing the 
weight of collective guilt and shame. 

-

-

-

Keywords: generation conflict, antiwar Russian drama, generational trauma, Russian 
drama in exile 

The problem of generations has long been a central, existential concern in Russian 
culture and literature—and a persistent focus of scholarly inquiry. The breakdown 
of intergenerational continuity and the recurring rift between parents and children  
often mirror dramatic political, cultural, and social upheavals. Questions of self
identification, belonging, and personal formation bring generational conflict to the 

-
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forefront of reflections on the hero of our time.1 Soviet and post-Soviet culture pro
duced several ideologically charged generational labels—such as the Sixtiers (shestid
esyatniki), the Generation of Stagnation (pokoleniye zastoia), and the Lost Generation 
(potieriyannoye pokoleniye). These terms do not reflect age per se, but broader socio
political transitions and disillusionments.2 

-

-
-

In the Russia of today, amid accelerating change and ideological fractures, we are 
witnessing another wave of generational rupture. Established values are being con
tested, habitual norms violently dismantled, and fundamental questions of meaning 
and direction reopened. The problem of generations has once again become one of 
the most urgent and traumatic concerns in Russian society. On one hand, the values 
of the older generation are increasingly rejected—not only ideologically but in their 
outward forms (clothing, language, appearance); on the other hand, the gerontocratic  
regime led by Vladimir Putin has aggressively suppressed the emerging worldview of 
younger Russians. It is this younger, educated generation—often forced into exile— 
that has become both a target of repression and the bearer of an alternative future. 

-

Professor Aleksander Etkind (2023) describes the Russo-Ukrainian War as “a war 
between generations: an Oedipus conflict of enormous scale” (p. 104). He argues that 

The political regime that launched the war in Ukraine was as gerontocratic as in 
the last years of the Soviet Union. […] Putin, aged seventy, could easily be the 
forty- four-year-old Zelensky’s father, and the same was true of almost every Rus
sian member of cabinet in comparison to their Ukrainian counterparts. (p. 103) 

-

According to Etkind, the conditions for the war emerged from generational con
flicts within Russia and Ukraine—particularly between septuagenarian boomers 
entrenched in power and the younger generations demanding change. In this sense, 
the war can not only be seen as a geopolitical conflict but also as a symbolic genera
tional war—a backlash against modernity, cultural pluralism, and progressive values. 
The longstanding generational separation and mutual alienation, deeply rooted in 
Soviet history and perpetuated throughout the post-Soviet period, only intensified 
in the 2020s. This article examines generational conflict in contemporary Russian
language drama by analyzing a selection of plays that represent the experiences of 
young Russians across different stages of growth and political consciousness. Drawing  
on Yuri Lotman’s concept of the semiosphere—the culturally coded space in which 

-

-

-

1.  The concept of the hero of our time (after the title of Mikhail Lermontov’s novel [1840]) 
describes a collective image of the young generation of the historical period in question. 
2.  The idea of a political generation refers to Karl Manheim’s theory of a generation as a “group  
that is distinctive in any number of respects by virtue of having experienced a specific set of 
social, economic, technological, and/or political circumstances as a formative period in their 
lives” (Stoker, 2014). 
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communication and identity are formed—we investigate how dramatic texts reflect 
and shape generational boundaries in Russia during the post-Soviet and Putin eras. 

The focus of our attention is the generation of people born between the late 1980s 
and the early 2000s, whose political socialization took place during the period of 
authoritarian consolidation in the 2000s–2010s. This cohort is often referred to as 
the Putin generation—as they grew up under Putin—implying ideological loyalty; 
however, it cannot be assessed unambiguously. In Mikita Kuchinski’s (2025) article 
Generation P it is argued that, unlike older generations who largely internalized Soviet 
and post-Soviet authoritarian norms, young Russians—especially those born after 
2000—tend to be more digitally literate, oriented toward global cultural codes, and 
likely to experience internal conflict between their personal values and the state’s ide
ology. Viewing this generation as monolithic seems both implausible and impossible: 
some are apolitical, others socially engaged; some oppose the Kremlin, while others 
support it. For instance, a report by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Gudkov et al., 
2019) emphasizes that young Russians are increasingly rejecting the state’s moralizing 
and violent discourse, even if they remain politically passive. One can only assume 
that their initial political inertia, extreme individualism, and nonconformism have 
ultimately made them more resilient to the aggressive propaganda of militarized 
Putinism and more irreconcilable in their conflict with the older generation. 

-

Informed by this sociopolitical context, the article analyses four plays: Sneakers 
(Kedy, 2012) by  Lyubov Strizhak;  To Plant a Tree  (Posadit’ derevo,  2015)  by Aleksey 
Zhitkowski; and Mama (2016) and Crime (2022) by Esther Bol (Asya Voloshina).  
Lyubov Strizhak is a playwright who has worked with various progressive and inde
pendent theaters such as Theatre.doc, Praktika Theatre, Gogol Center (which was 
closed down by the authorities in 2022), the Meyerhold Centre and others. She was 
the winner of Texture Theatre and Film International Festival in 2012. Alexey Zhit
kovsky is a playwright, screenwriter, director, and winner of many theater awards 
and festivals (The Culmination Award for Contemporary Drama, Eurasian Drama 
Competition, the Lubimovka Independent Playwriting Festival and others). In 2022, 
he was charged with extremism because of his anti-war statements on social media. 
Asya Voloshina is one of the most prominent modern authors in Russia, as well as 
the winner of many prestigious literary and theater awards. Her plays have reached 
audiences in Russia, Poland, France, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, the Czech Republic, 
and Uruguay. After leaving Russia in 2022, she changed her name to Esther Bol. 

-

-

The texts by the aforementioned authors collectively offer a portrait of the younger  
generation at different stages of development: adolescence, early adulthood, and 
post-invasion political crisis. Thus, we can trace the evolution of generational self
perception in response to shifting historical and ideological conditions. The selection  
of plays is deliberate: each dramatizes a moment of socialization, rupture, or dissent, 
mapping the formation of generational identity within the ideological contours of 

-
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Putin’s Russia. The earliest of these texts—Sneakers—engages with the 2000s, when 
the so-called “sovereign democracy” model began to dominate state discourse. Later 
works, such as Crime, dramatize the existential and ethical crisis triggered by the 
2022 invasion of Ukraine, representing a clear break with inherited worldviews and 
generational expectations. The theoretical lens of Yuri Lotman’s (1990) semiosphere 
provides a useful framework for analyzing how these texts negotiate between offi
cial culture and counter-discourses. In Lotman’s terms, generational identity can be 
understood as a semiospheric boundary: a contested zone where meaning is pro
duced, resisted, and redefined. These boundaries are not only visible in ideological 
terms but also in embodied and linguistic differences, as seen in the generational 
clashes between parents and children. By combining sociological data, political com
mentary, and cultural theory, this article aims to demonstrate how contemporary Rus
sian drama participates in the negotiation of generational boundaries and contributes 
to the broader semiospheric struggle over meaning, memory, and dissent. 

-

-

-
-

This pattern creates a boundary between generations as a “frontier between one’s 
own good and harmonious culture and its bad, chaotic or even dangerous counter
cultures” (Nöth, 2015), separating the Self from the Other. As Lotman (1990) claims: 

-

Whether we have in mind language, politics, or culture, the mechanism is the same:  
one part of the semiosphere (as a rule one which is part of its nuclear structure) 
in the process of self-description creates its own grammar […]. Then it strives to 
extend these norms over the whole semiosphere. (p. 128) 

Generational rupture not only leads to political and ideological alienation but also 
to psychological trauma—especially among the youth. The loss of a shared moral 
basis and the erosion of familial bonds render the family unable to perform its tradi
tional role as the existential anchor of identity. In such a vacuum, young individuals 
experience trauma not as a singular event but as a chronic condition of life under 
systemic disconnection and suppression. As Van der Kolk and Van der Hart (1991) 
suggest, trauma disrupts meaning-making, identity coherence, and one’s relation to 
time and memory—all of which are central themes in contemporary Russian drama. 

-

Taken together, these dynamics converge in what may be called a broader crisis of 
identity—a theme central to contemporary Russian drama and one that manifests 
itself in both generational and personal registers: 

Crisis of identity has become the content of an entire epoch, when one hierarchical  
system has been overlapped by a multitude of new and also competing social hier
archies, [...], modern man cannot accept as natural any of the places he occupies in 
the world and in society. (Bolotyan & Lavlinsky, 2010) 

-

Gradually moving away from the acute social problems, the authors of modern 
texts for theater remain in the semantic area of searching for identity, feeling loneli
ness, and experiencing a sense of desolation. 

-
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The family issue is considered precisely in terms of trauma in the works of con
temporary playwrights. The Other as the object and subject of violence, the painful 
dependence on the Other, which is necessary in the process of self-identification, 
have become the dominant generational themes in contemporary dramatic texts. The  
family is traditionally perceived as a guarantor of identity formation, as it forms the 
existential foundation for discovering the meaning of one’s own existence (Starovo
tov, 2018). When the family is no longer a source of moral support, when family bonds  
are broken, when there is “the existential vacuum of the family system,” the individual 
must assert themself by means of opposites: 

-

-

through pain, through his own emptiness, through resistance and the inner conflict  
of acceptance, through the awareness of the loss of existential supports in the family  
and the need to rebuild it. (Starovotov, 2018) 

In the play To Plant a Tree the main characters are family members: Father and 
Son. The list of characters specifies that Father is in his 40s, originally from the USSR,  
while Son is a software student in his 20s. Their origins are thus marked by a signifi
cant historical and political shift between the Soviet past and the post-Soviet present. 
Father brings his son out of town, to a field, to accomplish “the duty of every man”: 
“to plant a tree, to build a house, to raise a son. That’s what every man must manage.”3  
The play starts as a parable, one which invites the audience to search for symbolic 
meaning and allegory: “the action takes place in an open field. The time of action is 
summer. The grass is green, birds are singing, bugs are buzzling” (Zhitkovsky, 2015). 
It is likely due to the parable-like nature of the play that the characters have no names 
or physical descriptions—they are symbolic figures embodying certain typical traits. 

-

Father offers Son something akin to an initiation rite. Planting a tree is an accom
plishment of his male role, as a family tree seems to be Father’s attempt to incorporate 
Son into some traditional formula of generic continuity: “Shame on the one, who 
hasn’t planted. To plant a tree… it was considered sacred!” (Zhitkovsky, 2015). 

-

Planting a tree symbolizes life, growth, and the cycle of creation and birth. It rep
resents the desire to “put down roots,” connect with nature, and achieve a form of 
immortality through lasting legacy: 

-

Your children, my son […], will come, chew off a piece, thank you. And then per
haps they will remember me. Our grandfather and father—they will say—planted 
this apple tree, and now we eat the apples. I may be gone, but the apples… The 
apples will stay! (Zhitkovsky, 2015) 

-

Son does not share Father’s enthusiasm; he does not understand the meaning of the  
tradition. For him, all the talk about men, family, and honor are just “cheap thrills,” and  
his Father is clearly a liar and a traitor: “What can you even teach me? To lie? To spit 

3.  Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from the original texts are by the author. 
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on the family. I’m sick of it.” Each of them represents their own ideology: for Father 
the new generation has no roots, has nothing to give, it is not prepared for life: “Since 
they admitted someone like you to college, what will become of us?” (Zhitkovsky, 
2015). For Son, Father’s generation is duplicitous, meaningless, not worthy of respect: 
“All you men are shit. Mill operators, turners, officers, engineers, football players— 
you all lie. You lie all your lives!” (Zhitkovsky, 2015). 

The way of following traditions turned out to be false: planting a tree is impossible, 
firstly, because the seedling Father bought at the market is a cheap Chinese plastic 
fake. Father, who had thus far acted as an expert, had been unable to distinguish it 
from a real one: 

My boy, I grew up in the Soviet Union, if I didn’t know that, I wouldn’t have been 
accepted into Pioneers, I wouldn’t have been accepted anywhere… I would have 
been killed! We didn’t graduate from college, son, but we knew everything, just 
everything! We knew what the capital of Honduras was, and all the parts of the 
body inside, and how to build a rocket. We knew everything, we could do every
thing! (Zhitkovsky, 2015) 

-

Secondly, the field where Father takes Son also turns out to be a fake: the two secu
rity guards charged with protecting it inform the “gardeners” that it is an exclusive pri
vate golf course where international competitions are held. The traditional values that  
Father tries to rely on as guidelines fail. Closeness to nature and the return to one’s  
roots turn out to be impossible, because even nature itself is revealed to be fake—a  
false construct within a traditional ideology. It is impossible to put down roots and  
achieve a lasting connection to the world—even the hope of gaining wisdom or tran
scendence, symbolized by the fruits of the Tree of Knowledge, which in this case takes  
the form of the apple tree, is out of reach. Instead of cherubs in the Garden of Eden, we  
see the security service with holstered guns at their waists. The conflict is settled in a  
somewhat superficial manner when, with their lives in danger, it is Son who negotiates  
with the guards. In the final scene, which takes something of a comic turn, everybody  
is reconciled, and the plastic tree is planted, with Son proclaimed a hero by one secu
rity guard: “Your son will be a big man” (Zhitkovsky, 2015). Also, as far as we keep in  
mind the parable character of the play, it can be assumed that the author is bringing the  
generations together in the face of real danger, when all fake beliefs lose their relevance,  
and it is the younger generation who is able to adapt to the new situation and find a  
solution. In To Plant a Tree, the ecological metaphor of growth and rootedness becomes  
a counterpoint to the experience of rupture. The older generation is embedded in nar
ratives of duty and sacrifice, while the younger seeks care and emotional presence. The  
symbolic act of planting—which could imply continuity—instead becomes a moment  
of melancholy: a gesture toward a future that may never come. Here, the semiosphere is  
still imagined as reparable, but its fragmentation is profound and political. 

-
-

-

-

-
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Sneakers, a well-known and somewhat iconic play, is a portrait of the young gen
eration. We can define its genre as a road story where hardly anything happens. The 
main character, 26-year-old Grisha, is a loafer who has just lost his job. As he goes to 
the store to buy himself a new pair of sneakers he meets his friends, musicians Misha 
and Sasha, they go to a house party at Katya’s, Sasha’s girlfriend, then go clubbing. The  
next morning, Grisha goes to an orphanage with a group of volunteers led by Cristina,  
his former boss’s daughter, after which he gets into a scuffle with Cristina’s father in 
his apartment, finally crashing his bike into a police van filled with people detained 
by OMON during the March of Those Who Disagree on Mayhakovsky Square in 
Moscow. The sneakers, which Grisha never manages to buy, not only become an 
obsession, but also a kind of azimuth in this chaotic disorderly journey of the main 
character who remains mostly in an altered state of consciousness, and apparently the 
only reason motivating his actions. 

-

The author defines its genre as “a play-poem. Aka epopee” (Strizhak, 2011). An 
epopee, or an epic novel as a genre in which a heroic personality is presented in the 
background of history, “embodies the fate of peoples, the historical process itself ”: 

epopee is characterized by a broad, multifaced even comprehensive worldview 
including historical events, and the pictures of everyday life, and multi-voiced 
human chorus and deep reflections on the fate of the world, and intimate experi
ences of the individual. (Timofeev & Vengrov, 1963) 

-

Thus, taking the author’s definition of the genre into account, we can interpret the 
text as an attempt to portray the generation of the 1990s with its disorderly, aimless, 
everyday life, its lostness and unwillingness to follow the path of the parents. Each of 
“the heroes” of this modern epopee has a monologue revealing their fear of adult life, 
a lack of motivation and goals, inner emptiness, desolation, insecurity, loneliness, and 
the pain of misunderstanding: 

Sometimes I think I have nothing to add to this world not because there is every
thing already there, but because I am empty,” “No one should ever know how scary 
it is for me to make a decision.” (Strizhak, 2011) 

-

Critics (Minaev, 2012) have repeatedly drawn parallels between the characters of 
the play Sneakers and the heroes of the Soviet films of the Thaw period, i.e., Walking 
the Streets of Moscow (1963) by Georgy Danelia, I Am Twenty  (1965) by Marlen Khuts
iev. Indeed, the manner in which the characters act can be traced in the seemingly 
carefree behaviour of the young people in both, but there is also a huge difference: 
these modern times do not truly require new heroes, and the younger generation 
themselves are all too aware of it. 

-

Their aloofness, their deep feeling of loneliness in the crowd, their unwillingness to  
take responsibility and fear make them a lost, superfluous generation: 
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We are a generation of fear. I’m afraid of the future. Looking at our parents I see 
what it will look like, and I don’t want it that way […]. I am too delicate to lose, too 
coarse to keep. (Strizhak, 2011) 

The adults in the play are something of a discrete, closed group and any dialogue 
with them is impossible. The essence of their relationships with the children is their 
stern voice, use of coercion, and denial of subjectivity. There is nothing in common 
between the two generations, neither real contact nor any attempts to be closer to 
each other. So, behind the cynicism, rebellion and escapism of the new Oblomovs,4  
there is confusion and a pessimistic worldview: “this is a war, I just don’t see the 
enemy” the main character says (Strizhak, 2011). 

The ending of the play is a bitter one: Grisha crashes his bicycle into a police van 
after witnessing the police beating Misha, who was filming the brutal detention of 
women at the March of Dissenters on his phone. Grisha is not driven to the march 
by a clearly expressed ideology or firm stance; he ends up there by chance. Yet his 
impulsive and singular act becomes the play’s extreme expression of dissent. The lost  
generation becomes the doomed generation because both its inaction and action prove  
ineffective. 

Grisha demands personal freedom—in his room and in life—but constantly 
clashes with institutions imposing rules and roles: his mother, his boss, Misha, and his  
pregnant girlfriend. He is caught between them, forever the child denied the chance 
to  be himself. Yet he doesn’t know who he is or how to handle freedom, except by 
smoking, yelling, running away, and—accidentally—speaking the truth. Grisha is a 
generational Everyman: neither a fighter nor submissive, trapped inside a storm he 
cannot name. This sharp contrast between childish  and adult  modes renders adult
hood both shameful and necessary. Grisha’s rejection of fatherhood marks not just a 
personal conflict but a cultural crisis of male subjectivity. 

-

Grisha’s generation cannot transcend their inner space—they are symbolically 
unable to master the language of family, parenthood, and responsibility. Their coor
dinates remain post-ironic, joking, and playing. Grisha’s political gesture at the play’s 
end—crashing his bike into a police van detaining protesters—is an impulsive act of 
protest. It embodies the frustration of a young man caught between a desire for free
dom and oppressive institutional structures. This gesture is neither a strategic political  
manifesto nor naïve bravado but a raw, emotional refusal to accept the status quo. 

-

-

As a representative of the Putin generation, Grisha epitomizes a youth which is 
shaped by authoritarianism, surveillance, and limited freedoms. This generation is 

4.  Ilya Ilyich Oblomov is the main character of the novel Oblomov by Ivan Goncharov, pub
lished in 1859. He is often used as a symbol of generosity and idealism combined with apathy, 
stagnation, and the inability to act—ultimately paralyzed by his own detachment from reality. 

-
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marked by internal conflict: craving freedom but unsure how to assert agency, blend
ing passivity and protest, alienation and self-assertion. His act of defiance reflects the 
contradictions of a generation raised under a regime that suppresses civic engagement  
but cannot fully extinguish the urge to resist. 

-

The next two texts in which the generational topic is a relevant issue were written 
by Asya Voloshina. The play Mama (2016) was performed on the Small Stage of Sankt  
Petersburg State Academic Lensovet Theatre in the form of performative reading by 
Yuri Butusov, a renowned director and former artistic director of Lensovet, as well as 
the chief staging director at the E. Vakhtangov Theatre (2018–2022), who has directed  
performances not only in Russia but also in Poland, Korea, Norway, Bulgaria, Lithu
ania, and Denmark.5 

-

The play is written in a documentary style—specifically in the mockumentary 
genre—and takes the form of a monologue-letter by Olya, a 28-year-old woman, 
interwoven with fragments from letters written by her mother, Nastya. Nastya died 
of cancer at the age of 28, and before she died, she had been writing letters to her 
daughter for half a year. Olya received the letters from her mother on each birthday 
from 7 to 28. The traumatic experience of her mother’s absence and the world seen 
through the prism of this absence overlap with the process of Olya’s growing up and 
the episodes of her adolescence. 

For the daughter, the dead mother becomes the very unreachable, inaccessible 
Other from Levinas’s philosophy,6 the Other whom she seeks to cognize sometimes 
by denying, sometimes by comparing with herself, trying to feel from the letters what 
exactly her mother felt, who she was, how she would behave in different situations. 

The pain and resentment that little Olya feels upon receiving the first letter from 
her mother on her seventh birthday are expressed by painting over her mother’s pic
ture (the first letter is a pencil drawing of a girl and a woman holding hands): 

-

I’ve painted it with anger. Because it seemed to me: that’s obvious that something is  
extremely wrong here. You shouldn’t smile stupidly like that from ear to ear to the 
girl, or mom should be painted over. Otherwise, it doesn’t make sense […]. There 
also was an inscription Olya and Nastya. I also did it. Painted it over. Because if that  

5.  After Russia’s full-scale military invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Yury Butusov left the country 
and has continued his artistic career in Europe. 
6.  The Other is a crucial concept in Levinas’s philosophy. The encounter with the Other 
changes everything: it occurs when we recognize the Other as a unique human being. The 
Other calls us out of our self-centered existence. The desire to understand and respond to the 
Other is endless, but it can never be fully satisfied, because the Other always remains partly 
unknowable—mysterious, uncontrollable, and undefined. 
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mum is coloured, she is alive. And my mum is dead. So it’s not me and her, but some  
other mum. Not Nastya. Such a childish protest all that means. (Voloshina, 2016) 

The letters of her mother become a burden that cannot be dropped, they make 
her re-experience the trauma of being abandoned again and again. They intensify the 
presence of absence, establishing the surrounding world as incomplete, one in which 
something is irrevocably lost and which makes any self-realization impossible. Just 
like the boar’s skull in the Ramsey children’s room in To the Lighthouse by Virginia 
Woolf, the mother’s letters remind Olya every year that death is always there nearby, 
and that loneliness is absolute. They embody the impossibility of getting closer to the 
mother and, at the same time, the inability to separate from her. The understanding, 
experience and ultimate acceptance of loneliness, doom and orphanhood is presented  
in the play as a painful process of self-exposure of the human being in their pain and 
suffering, in all the intimate details of their existence. The culmination of this pro
cess is the decision of the main character not to have children, a rejection of being 
a link in the predetermined biological chain of mother-daughter-granddaughter, a 
refusal to accept the succession of generations as her inevitable fate. The space of 
the play is saturated with asymmetrical generational codes of memory and trauma. 
Olya and her mother, Nastya, exist in distinct semiotic universes with nonoverlapping  
temporal and experiential coordinates. The mother’s letters form for Olya a closed 
system of signs, feelings, and maternal narratives that she attempts to decipher from 
the outside. As Olya matures, her attempts to understand her mother’s words not 
only become a personal confrontation with trauma but also an act of intergenera
tional translation, where meanings, values, and subjectivities no longer align. Each 
reading of a birthday letter becomes a repeated crossing of the border of this maternal 
semiosphere. Rather than integrating Olya into a coherent generational continuity, 
the letters intensify her liminal position—they emphasize the gap rather than bridge 
it. Nastya’s worldview, emotions, and expectations remain fundamentally opaque, 
and Olya gradually comes to recognize the impossibility of a full semiotic translation 
between generations. Her ultimate decision not to become a mother is not merely 
personal, but symbolic; it marks a refusal to enter a generational scheme governed by 
repetition rather than renewal. By means of this gesture, Olya chooses to remain at 
the boundary—r esisting absorption into continuity that would erase the uniqueness 
of her traumatic experience. 

-

-

Asya Voloshina, as “one of the most politically outspoken Russian playwrights” 
(Meerzon, 2023), is known for her anti-war position: all the royalties coming from 
the staging of her texts proceed to support the Armed Forces of Ukraine. Due to her 
strong pro-Ukrainian position, performances of Mama scheduled in Moscow Centre 
for Dramaturgy and Directing were cancelled in April 2023 and her name has disap
peared from all theater programs in Russia. 

-
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In the autofiction text Crime (2022), which is probably one of the most direct 
and tense anti-war dramaturgical statements, it comes to the definitive separation, 
the generation gap, i.e. belonging to a particular generation becomes a political attri
bute and determines one’s political identification. The protagonist does not have any 
name, it is just a general “You” at the beginning of the message in this “screen prose,” 
as the author defines the text. She is in love with a Ukrainian sculptor who has left  
for the front and, as it later transpires, has died. She is in correspondence with her 
friends, acquaintances from Russia who support the Putin regime, with Ukrainians 
who appreciate her position, and with those who despise her. She makes a harsh anti
war post on Facebook and reads the news on Russian and Ukrainian websites, reads 
about Bucha, Mariupol, Irpen, about the killing of civilians, about the atrocities of 
the Russian occupiers on the territory of Ukraine, revealing her pain, fear, shame, and 
guilt in a stream of consciousness. 

-

-

Mutual understanding and dialogue with the older generation are shown as largely 
impossible, with only rare exceptions. This generational rupture is illustrated through  
a range of examples—from a personal break with a pro-Putin grandmother, who 
accuses her granddaughter of hatred and betrayal before cutting off all contact, to 
broader cultural metaphors. One such metaphor is the image of the old country as a 
place “where an old man infected people with old age,” culminating in the figure of 
a “rapacious, bloodthirsty old-timer, Papa Yaga, whose phobias and obsessions are 
currently being documented by psychiatrists all over the world” (Bol, 2022).7  

Russia is associated with images of sickness and old age, infirmity and backward
ness: “Medieval ice age,” “senility,” “disgusting old age.” This war has drawn a definitive  
line between generations—between parents and grandparents who, in many cases, 
have turned away from their children and grandchildren: 

-

[…] at some point at the start of the war Ukraine declared that the mothers of 
Russian soldiers could go retrieve their captured sons and take them home […]. 
Apparently, no one showed up […] In the First Chechen War all over the front line  
you could find quiet, anguished women from Russia whom the Chechens would 
leave alone. They would wander along the foxholes and forests digging through 
the rubble. They were looking for the dead. Upon finding yet another corpse, they 
would inspect it thoroughly. Without flinching they would peel open the scorched 
uniform and pull the dog tag off the rotting flesh. They were looking for their sons. 
There was a very large number of them and over time they became an ordinary part  
of the war. Whereas these mothers didn’t even go. (Bol, 2022) 

7.  Translated by Ricardo Marin Vidal. 
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Age and generational experience are no longer synonymous with wisdom and 
understanding—instead, they are portrayed as examples of senile decay and back
wardness. One rare exception is the heroine’s mother, who meets her outside the 
detention centre with a one-way ticket to Istanbul in hand, tearfully pleading that she 
not end up in prison. This rare exception—the supportive mother—is not presented 
in the text as a sign of systemic change or hope, but rather as a minor, accidental 
disruption within a system portrayed as fully governed by ideology. “There are no 
more shades of grey,” says the heroine (Bol, 2022). The loneliness seen in the play 
Mama becomes total, and the break from the roots is imminent and it is obviously 
not a single, individual, but a generational phenomenon. The vast majority of the 
young generation in Crime experiences this break by changing their names, their 
country, cutting off relations with their relatives, feeling fear, shame and desolation, 
trying to answer the question of “how to redeem an unredeemable guilt” (Meerzon 
& Voloshina/Bol, 2022). Crime expresses the generational rupture as an open form of 
dissent. The young protagonist’s refusal to comply, and the state’s reaction—framing 
this refusal as betrayal—demonstrate how protest acquires an age-related dimension. 
The authorities seek to expel the younger generation from the realm of legitimacy, 
portraying it as a threat and a deviation from the norm. Yet from a moral and ethical 
perspective, it is the youth who carry clarity and integrity. The play shows how vitality  
and renewal emerge from those marginalized by the system, while the centre itself 
becomes rigid and aggressive. 

-

The world is falling apart, breaking interpersonal ties under the pressure of ide
ology and propaganda—that is the reality of Crime  and other dramatic texts whose 
authors address the theme of generational conflict as a political and existential subject.  
Thus, in different drama texts of the 2010s and 2020s, we are not merely witness to an 
irreconcilable conflict but rather a complete rupture between generations, one accel
erated by both sides. As Aleksander Etkind said, citing the Russian-British sociologist 
Mikhail Anipkin, 

-

-

Anipkin compared the Russian political life of the pre-war period to a theater: Born  
in the 1950s, the boomers occupied the stages and performed their endless play. In 
the wings were the millennials born in the 1980s, helplessly waiting for their turn 
on stage. Uninterested, generation X—the lost people born in the 1970s—drank 
at the bar. The youngest from the most recent generation whistled in protest, but 
the babushka ushers kicked them out. (Etkind, p. 104) 

The party-administrative, patriarchal, corrupt, vertical structure not only destroys 
hundreds of thousands of human lives on the territory of Ukraine but also systemati
cally oppresses, eliminates, and persecutes representatives of the younger generation, 
labeling them as “foreign agents” and “extremists”, seeking to retain power at any cost. 
Between the systemic conformists, representatives of the older generation, and the 

-
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generation of young people not loyal to the regime and opposed to the war, a gap 
has formed, exacerbating the dysfunctionality of family relationships, and rupturing 
the process of transgenerational transmission. Sharp differences in the perception of 
the situation and the world, in envisioning the future, have become elements of a 
destructive tension between generations. As Mikhail Anipkin (2022) claims, there is 
an ongoing generational cold war—more specifically, a war waged by Putin’s genera
tion against younger generations. In this context, the regime’s obsessive persecution 
of Alexey Navalny serves as a symbol of the struggle of Putin’s generation against the 
older segment of their children’s cohort. 

-

Using Lotman’s concept of cultural semiotics in relation to sociopolitical processes,  
one can imagine the space of interaction between generations, their languages (linguistic  
and cultural codes), their values, their communication systems, and cultural coordinates  
as a  semiosphere, that  is,  a certain  heterogeneous space characterized by multilingualism,  
multicodedness, and both verbal and nonverbal manifestations. It will also be character
ized by intralingual translation as an element of intergenerational discourse, of nonlin
earity. Lotman (1990) wrote that the semiosphere is divided into a center and periphery.  
In the case of traditional intergenerational discourse, a temporal intergenerational shift  
occurs, where the younger generation gradually moves to the center, while the older  
generation is pushed to the periphery. However, both in contemporary Russian society  
and in the plays discussed in this paper, we can observe a disruption of this dynamic:  
the older generation often retains a central symbolic and ideological authority, while  
the younger generation remains marginalized or is actively excluded from the cultural  
core. The older generation has retained a dominant, central position in shaping cultural  
and ideological narratives. This imbalance has intensified the process of othering— 
the younger generation is clearly marked as “different” or “deviant,” often portrayed as  
disloyal, naive, or dangerous in contrast to the so-called wisdom and patriotism of the  
elders. Moreover, the notion of dissent has increasingly begun to acquire age-related  
characteristics, and the boundary between the generations—age-related, verbal, and  
nonverbal—has been supplemented by ideological, political, and physical boundaries  
(due to the high percentage of emigration among representatives of the younger gener
ation). Thus, the discourse of the older generation is established as dominant, while the  
actions of the younger generation are viewed as subversive and oppositional. 

-
-

-

This intergenerational conflict which resulted from contradictions in cognitive 
structures, particularly differing attitudes toward dominant ideological concepts 
(“morality,” “power,” “freedom”), has definitively solidified the boundary between 
generations as a division between “us” and “them.” This boundary not only mani
fests itself metaphysically and ideologically but also physically, reinforcing the notion 
that in modern Russia, the theme of generations is not just a conflict discourse, but 
a conflict-generating discourse with its own conflict-generating factors—both verbal 
and nonverbal. 

-
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The dramatic texts discussed in this article reveal how generational ruptures are 
expressed both thematically and structurally. In Sneakers, generational estrangement 
is conveyed through fragmented language, symbolic objects, and spatial detachment, 
highlighting the break between the younger generation and any sense of cultural or 
familial continuity. Mama explores the loss of maternal transmission and the emo
tional burden of orphanhood, portraying grief and the search for selfhood through 
the daughter’s internal monologue. In To Plant a Tree, the idea of continuity and 
care is exposed as a simulation: the ecological project loses its authentic meaning, 
becoming a tool of submission in which care is replaced by imitation and values are 
hollowed out. Crime presents dissent as a generational stance: the protagonist’s moral 
clarity and refusal to comply underscore the younger generation’s drive to preserve 
its ethical autonomy under pressure. In all these plays, communication between 
generations is broken or impossible, reflecting not only a crisis of shared codes but 
also a deeper transformation of ethical and emotional worlds shaped by political and 
symbolic trauma. These plays visualize the semiosphere not as a continuum but a 
battlefield, one where communication collapses and the center resists its own tem
poral displacement. 

-

-

The urgent and painful reflection on reality in anti-war theater texts, which is now 
only possible outside Russia, may mark the emergence of a new “lost generation” in 
Russian dramaturgy: a dissociative cohort, struggling to process generational trauma 
while bearing the burden of collective guilt and shame. 
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Intertextuality vs. Transtextuality 

Political Cartoons on the Russian-Ukrainian War 

Abstract 

This paper explores the critical role of political cartoons in the contemporary dis
course on the Russian-Ukrainian War, emphasizing their unique capacity to address 
issues through humor and satire. Cartoonists create nuanced commentaries that 
resonate within a broader socio-political context by utilizing intertextuality, visual 
analogies, and cultural memory. The concepts of intertextuality, as articulated by 
Roland Barthes and Julia Kristeva, and transtextuality, suggested by Gerard Genette, 
are examined as a framework for understanding how multimodal texts are intercon
nected, influencing each other, and enriching meaning. The distinction between 
monomodal and multimodal cartoons further highlights the various methods through  
which artists communicate ideas, with multimodal works combining visual and verbal  
elements for deeper engagement. This study explores political cartoons through the 
lens of three key parameters: goals, frame of reference, and means. These parameters 
align with the core elements of political satire, including target, focus, social accept
ability, and presentation. The paper argues that visual analogies serve as vital tools in 
cartoons, sparking interest and reflection by drawing connections between depicted 
scenarios and broader political and societal issues. By examining these dynamics, this 
study underscores the significance of political cartoons as instruments of critique that  
invite audiences to engage with pressing topics of our time. 

-

-

-

Keywords: political cartoon, political satire, intertextuality, transtextuality, Russian
Ukrainian war, visual analogy, cultural memory 

-

Introduction 

Since the dawn of time, cartoonists have used humor and satire to address social, 
political, and religious issues. Driven by a strong moral perspective, they critique and 
expose perceived injustices. Their comedic frame helps distance them from feelings 
of anger, allowing for nuanced expression. 
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The significance of cartoons in contemporary political and media discourse is pro
foundly rooted in their ability to deliver precise and compelling messages. By employ
ing conceptual imagery, artists can distill the essence of complex social phenomena,  
articulating their viewpoints and the broader societal attitudes toward the events or  
figures they depict. This clarity transforms cartoons into potent instruments of cri
tique and commentary, effectively bridging the gap between intricate issues and public  
understanding. Through their visually engaging representations, cartoons ignite criti
cal dialogue, prompting audiences to reflect deeply on the pressing topics of our time. 

-
-

-

-

Situated at the crossroads of journalism and art, cartoonists blend sharp insights 
with a diverse range of multimodal resources, such as imagery and text. This combina
tion enables them to create messages ranging from overtly clear to subtly ambiguous. 
The interplay of apparent and latent meanings forms the essence of cartooning, pro
ducing intricate, multilayered texts that invite thoughtful engagement and dialogue 
about contemporary issues. As an integral element of contemporary culture, political 
cartoons feed on the cultural heritage of past eras, using literary, artistic, cinematic, 
and religious works as a source. 

-

-

Intertextuality, Visual Analogies, and Cultural Memory 

The term intertextuality was introduced by Roland Barthes and Julia Kristeva  (Barthes,  
1977; Kristeva, 1980). Both scholars contend that all texts are interconnected. This 
concept arose within the poststructuralist framework and refers to the continuous 
exchange and relationship-building between texts. Poststructuralism offers a compel
ling framework for examining narratives, highlighting the dynamic nature of intertex
tuality. This concept illustrates that texts do not exist in isolation but are intricately 
interconnected, influencing and redefining one another. Poststructuralism offers a 
perspective that focuses on the narrative itself. It suggests “that meaning is not trans
ferred directly from writer to reader but is mediated through writer and reader by 
other texts” (Kristeva, 1980, p. 21). Interpreting a text through intertextuality involves 
recognizing it as a tapestry of interconnected texts, ideas, and contexts. 

-
-

-

Later publications define intertextuality as extending a story across multiple texts. 
(Caselli, 2005; Bazerman, 2004; Freeman, 2016). Intertextuality positions a text as 
an individual piece that can be appreciated independently and as part of a broader 
literary framework, much like a strand incorporated into a larger tapestry. As a result, 
a text can be perceived as an independent work or a component within a network of 
connections. The interpretative influence of the intertextuality stems from its ability 
to enrich and shape the meanings and reception of texts. By drawing on other texts, 
intertextuality allows for layered and nuanced interpretations, creating connections 
and associations that enhance the depth and complexity of the work. The objectives 
behind the use of intertextuality were encapsulated by Bazerman as employed in texts 
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for (a) utilizing authoritative sources; (b) depicting social dramas; (c) providing back
ground, support, and contrast; (d) drawing on shared beliefs and ideas, and (e); ulti
mately evoking specific social worlds (Bazerman, 2004, p. 86). 

-
-

This perspective was subsequently extended beyond fictional works to various  
forms of multimodal texts, including comic books, graphic novels (Lewandowski,  
2020), and political cartoons (Adeeb, 2024; Weydan & Howard, 2021; Pinar-Sanz,  
2020; Chu, 2020). These publications suggest terminological innovations or adapta
tions of existing concepts. The concept of intervisuality (visual intertextuality)  incor
porates iconic images or symbols associated with certain politicians or historical events  
(Adeeb, 2024). Charles S. Peirce’s concept of hypoiconicity applies to political cartoons,  
as they uniquely combine iconicity features: direct resemblance, diagrammatic schema
tization, and metaphoric displacement (Chu, 2020). Accordingly, cartoon viewers can  
reconstruct direct resemblance relations with actual, historical persons and situations  
from their metaphoric distortion provided in the cartoon and retrace the cartoonist’s  
schematized, diagrammatic reasoning to arrive at the cartoon’s satirical message. 

-
-

-

Based on their structure, political cartoons can be divided into monomodal and  
multimodal. Monomodal cartoons rely solely on visual elements to convey humor and  
meaning without using verbal elements. In contrast, multimodal cartoons combine 
visual elements with accompanying verbal text to deliver a cohesive and integrated 
message (Agüero Guerra, 2016). The first category exclusively relies on its pictorial 
components to convey humor and intentions, with no real inclusion of the verbal 
mode. In contrast, the multimodal ones employ a blend of visual elements and accom
panying verbal texts to deliver a cohesive and integrated message. Cartoonists often 
apply various rhetorical devices (such as metaphors, allusions, hyperbole, parody, 
etc.) to colorize vague issues that need clarification. The metaphor-rich nature of edi
torial cartoons makes them a fertile ground for metaphorical expression. Accordingly,  
metaphors assume a central role as a defining characteristic within political cartoons 
(Schilperoord et al., 2009). 

-

-

According to the systemic-functional approach to multimodality, each modus is 
organized as a network of interacting options, from which the sign maker chooses the 
most optimal ones to express a specific meaning in a particular context (van Leeuwen,  
2004). Taking this approach into account, intertextuality enhances the significance 
of any artwork, irrespective of its form, and effectively situates it within a broader 
cultural and sociopolitical context. (Lewandowski, 2020). This additional meaning 
of intertextuality is supported by two related concepts: visual analogies and cultural  
memory (Burack,1994; Werner, 2004). 

Visual analogies form the core of cartoons, giving life to thoughts and feelings. The 
purpose of an analogy is not merely to express a viewpoint but also to engage interest 
and provoke thought. Meanings emerge as each viewer draws connections between 
the depicted scene and the broader issue. By linking two elements and suggesting a 
similarity, a metaphor inherently carries ambiguity, as it emphasizes specific meanings  
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while obscuring others, thus allowing for various implications and interpretations 
(Burack, 1994). 

Visual analogies can be drawn from various sources  that resonate with readers: (1) 
everyday situations and ordinary objects, which most people can easily relate to; (2) 
contemporary popular culture, including movies and TV shows; and (3) historical 
events, notable figures, and classic literary and art works, which may be less recog
nized but provide valuable context. These sources help connect complex ideas to 
readers’ experiences. (Werner, 2004). 

-

Cultural memory  refers to the background knowledge one uses when interpreting 
the everyday world. Political cartoons are part of this world as long as viewers share 
their areas of understanding. According to Werner (2024), this understanding is influ
enced by various factors. 

-

The first consideration is the contextual knowledge of the subject that the cartoon
ist addresses, which may pertain to a pressing social issue or a specific news event. 
Secondly, understanding the mechanisms by which the cartoon operates is essential, 
encompassing its visual language of signs, including images, symbols, captions, and 
quotations, as well as the conventions that shape expectations regarding the mean
ing of these signs. The usage of rhetorical devices, or in other words, humorous 
techniques, plays a critical role in communicating satire, irony, and ridicule. Thirdly,  
references to historical events, notable figures, or previous cultural texts—such as 
poems, novels, famous quotations, or works of art—will be effective only if the reader  
possesses the requisite knowledge to comprehend the presented analogies. Political 
cartoons are distinct from comics, political/commercial ads, and photojournalism 
due to their unique understanding of broader discourse (Werner, 2024). 

-

-

A political cartoon is a form of persuasive communication that relies on symbols. 
At the same time, the cartoonist must consider the cultural, political, and literary 
knowledge of the audience, along with their value system, to ensure the cartoon is 
understandable. In other words, intertextuality works effectively only if readers can 
tap into the shared memory bank that facilitates communication. In reality, this col
lective memory often excludes individuals within a diverse society. This exclusion 
creates a small group of people who can connect easily, while others outside the group  
struggle because they lack the same cultural knowledge. This difference often arises 
from varied backgrounds in terms of generations, ethnic culture, or social class com
pared to the cartoonist. Consequently, the result is a cartoon that “often functions 
as a sort of inside joke between the cartoonist and the readers” who get the veiled 
reference (DeSousa & Medhurst, 1982, p. 49). 

-

-

Transtextuality and Humorous Techniques 

The concept of transtextuality, as introduced by G. Genette, is defined as the “tex
tual transcendence of the text” (Genette, 1992, pp. 83–84) concerning its implicit or 

-
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explicit relationships with other texts. We concur with Genette’s assertion that the 
term  transtextuality encompasses a broader range of meanings than intertextuality. 
There are five aspects of transtextuality: architextuality, metatextuality, paratextuality,  
intertextuality, and hyper/hypotextuality. 

Let us consider how these aspects can be applied to political cartoons. If we con
sider political cartoons as a genre of humorous discourse, we can assume that their  
functions overlap with those of humorous discourse. These functions are as follows:  
identificational, ideological, communicative, cognitive-emotive, constructive (shaping 
the world view, and epistemological (visual testimony). This compilation reflects an  
interdisciplinary perspective on political cartoons, acknowledging their multifac
eted nature. Political cartoons employ various humorous techniques to engage the  
audience’s sense of humor. These techniques are typically intertwined, resulting in  
a humorous effect. They include association, transposition, transformation, contradic
tion, exaggeration, parody, punning , disguise, narration, and appropriation (Roukes,  
1997). 

-

-

-

Architextuality positions a text within a system known as the “architecture of 
genres,” emphasizing the reproducibility of the same structural model across various 
texts. In the case of political cartoons, which are considered multimodal texts, archi
textuality is evident in their dual role: they function not only as a genre of humorous 
discourse (alongside memes and comics) but also as mediums for political discourse. 
Despite their sociocultural specificity, political cartoons generally share common 
structural components: (a) message (the central idea the cartoonist aims to com
municate, such as a critique, opinion, or commentary on a specific event, issue, or 
person); (b) context (the historical, social, or political background that aids in under
standing the cartoons’ meaning); (c) rhetorical devices (techniques employed to per
suade or influence the audience). 

-

-

-
-

Metatextuality refers to a text’s critical and evaluative stance toward other texts 
or reality. This concept is inherently present in political cartoons, as this medium’s 
critical perspective on reality is a key characteristic. Political cartoons serve as visual 
commentaries on other media and political discourse texts. 

On the other hand, paratextuality examines the relationship between a text and 
its accompanying elements, highlighting the development of themes or ideas. Most 
cartoons include verbal elements, such as captions, speech bubbles, or inserts, which 
interact with nonverbal elements to create a humorous effect and to enhance the 
visual elements. 

Intertextuality and hyper-/hypotextuality refer to the relationships between texts. 
This interaction can occur in both explicit and implicit ways. Explicit intertextuality  
in cartoons is evident when a character’s phrase or caption quotes a specific statement  
from another text. On the other hand, implicit intertextuality is expressed through 
humorous techniques such as association, disguise, transformation, and contradic
tion, which utilize allusions, metaphors, and allegories. 

-
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Hypotextuality and hypertextuality describe the relationship between two texts, 
where one serves as the original text (hypotext), and the other(hypertext) modifies 
this original and places it in a new context. In political cartoons, these hypo-/hyper
textual connections are represented by humorous techniques: transposition, parody, 
and appropriation. The technique of transposition  “transfers” characters to a new, 
uncommon context (time, place). The parody technique uses imitation and alludes 
to certain customs, ways of behaving, and artifacts. The technique of appropriation is a 
“quote” from a famous literary or artistic work adapted to the current situation. This 
technique uses the principle of alienation. This principle means that political car
toonists regard the situation and comment on it, taking a distance and using Aesopian  
language to convey a concealed meaning to the audience. 

-

-

Corpus and Methodology 

The data set consists of 12 political cartoons. It is a fragment of the corpus contain
ing 3,785 political cartoons and 2,840 memes from 65 countries in North and South 
America, Asia, Australia, Africa, and Europe (including Ukraine and Russia as conflict  
parties), which are part of the research project “Laughter During the War: Russian 
Aggression in Ukraine in Political Cartoons and Memes.” 

-

The following parameters can describe political cartoons as a humorous genre: 
(a)  goals, (b) frame of reference, and (c) means. These parameters correspond with 
elements of political satire: target, focus, social acceptability, and presentation (Paletz, 
1990). The goal/target means the politician and/or institution depicted in the cartoon,  
the frame of reference ( focus) describes the particular aspect of the political reality/ 
activity, and the means (setting) refers to verbal/nonverbal elements, metaphors, and 
symbols used in cartoons. These interrelated parameters serve as a methodological 
framework for this study, supported by the multimodal discourse analysis (MDA). 

Analysis 

The research material represents the following source domains: photography (2), art  
and street art (2), film and animation  (2), religion  (3), and literature  (2). These domains  
are parts of broader sources of visual analogies, described by Werner (2004), namely, 
to: (a) contemporary popular culture, and (b) historical events, notable figures, and 
classic literary and art works. Some of the hypotexts are well known, allowing the 
audience to decode the hypertexts easily, but some visual analogies require additional  
cognitive effort. 

Photography 
Cartoons by Ukrainian artist Volodymyr Kazanevsky (Figure 2.1) and Russian car
toonist Alexandr Troitsky (Figure 2.2) have similar settings and different focuses. The 

-
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Fig 1. Joe Rosenthal.tif 

hypotext is the picture Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima by AP photographer  Joe Rosenthal  
(Figure 1). It is an American symbol of heroism and sacrifice. Figure 2.1 (monomodal 
cartoon) recontextualizes that symbol into Ukrainian defense effort against Russian 
aggression (appropriation). Blue and yellow dominate the flag—these are the national  
colors of Ukraine. Red arrows metaphorically pierce and distort the blue-yellow unity,  
symbolizing Russian military intrusion. The cartoon’s setting anchors the cartoon in 
the context of the Russian-Ukrainian War. The flag becomes not just a symbol of 
victory, but a battleground for values and sovereignty ( focus/frame of reference). Fig
ure 2.2 (monomodal cartoon) has the same hypotext (appropriation) but carries a 
radically different ideological message. The flag is the Ukrainian national flag, but it 
is tattered, symbolizing degradation and victimhood. The soldiers have US- American  
flags on their uniforms, indicating that these are not Ukrainians, but Americans rais
ing Ukraine’s flag. The tattered flag and American uniforms shift the symbolism 
significantly. Where Rosenthal’s photo originally conveyed heroism, this hypertext 
implies mockery: the triumph is not earned by Ukraine but is propped up artificially 
by the US. The cartoon’s setting discloses its target/goal: Ukraine as a vassal state in a 
broader geopolitical power play. The cartoon critiques the perceived US hegemony 
and Ukraine’s lack of sovereignty (focus/ frame of reference), conveying the message: 
Ukraine’s defense is driven or even orchestrated by the United States. The cartoon is 
a semiotic counterpoint, turning a symbol of independence into one of dependence 
and manipulation. Both cartoons are examples of implicit intertextuality. 

-

-
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Fig 2. Volodymyr Kazanevsky (Ukraine) 

Art and Street Art 
Art and street art (murals) are the most popular sources for modern political car
toons. Figure 3.1 is a lithograph cartoon, The dream of the inventor of the needle-gun on 
All Saints’ Day (1866), by French artist Honoré Daumier (1808–1879). It comments 
on the Prussian army’s victory over Austria in the Seven Weeks War, capturing the 
artist’s concerns about the destructive capabilities of modern warfare. Figure 3.2 is 
a multimodal cartoon by Rainer Hachfeld (Germany). It has a caption Actualités  
(latest news) and depicts Russian President Vladimir Putin (goal/target). The car
toon’s setting combines verbal and nonverbal elements (in terms of paratextuality) 
and addresses Putin’s guilt in fomenting a war that led to mass casualties ( frame of 
reference/focus). The cartoonist uses the technique of transposition. It “transfers” 
Putin to a battlefield from 1866 using the visual analogy with a historical event (the 
Austro-Prussian War). 

-

-

The social context of Figure 4.1 is the Bucha massacre (the mass murder of 
Ukrainian civilians by the Russian Armed Forces during the fight for and occupation 
of the city of Bucha in April 2022). The multimodal cartoon by another German car
toonist, AGO (Figure 4.1), shows a mural that depicts Putin (goal/target) and Death 
kissing, with the ruined city in the background. These visual elements are supported 
by a verbal element (broken street sign with the “Bucha” insert. The setting of the 
hypertext combines the techniques of appropriation and transposition. The source of  
visual analogy is contemporary popular culture. The cartoonist alludes to the graffiti 
painting by Dmitri Vrubel from 1990 on the Berlin Wall (Figure 4.2), and puts this 
graffiti into a new context, fitting it to the course of the Russian-Ukrainian War. The 
hypotext depicts Leonid Brezhnev and Erich Honecker in a socialist fraternal kiss, 
reproducing a photograph taken in 1979 during the 30th anniversary celebration of the  

-
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Fig 3. Alexandr Troitsky (Russia) 

Fig 4. Honoré Daumier (France) 

foundation of the German Democratic Republic. The mural has a caption: My God, 
Help Me to Survive This Deadly Love. The element of the caption (“Deadly Love”) in the 
hypotext interacts with another verbal element of hypertext (“Bucha” insert) and with the 
nonverbal element (“fraternal kiss” of Putin and Death). This interaction (paratextual
ity) is supported by the technique of transposition (it “moves” Putin to Bucha) and 
activates the metaphor Putin Is A Brother Of Death, making him responsible for the 
casualties in Bucha ( focus/frame of reference). Figures 4.1 and 4.2 illustrate implicit 
intertextuality. 

-

Cinematography 
Animated cartoons and films (contemporary popular culture) serve as hypotexts 
for political cartoons. (Figures 5.1 and 5.2). Figure 5.1’s social context is the visit of Xi 
Jinping, general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party and Chinese president, 
to Russia in March 2023. The work by Ukrainian cartoonist Andriy Petrenko (mul-
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Fig 5. Rainer Hachfeld (Germany) 

timodal cartoon) is a visual analogy to Winnie the Pooh and the Honey Tree (1966), 
an American animated short film based on the book by A. A. Milne. The Piglet has 
a face of Putin (goal/target), and the Pooh is wearing a red shirt with the golden 
stars (allusion to the Chinese national flag). Additional element—the honey pot 
with inscription Russia activates the metaphor RUSSIA=HONEY POT. Along with 
the images of small Piglet (Putin) and big Pooh (Xi Jinping (setting), this element 
reveals the focus/frame of reference of the hypertext—dependence of Putin’s Russia 
on Xi Jinping’s China and Putin’s subservience. Figure 5.2 is a multimodal cartoon by 
the Greek cartoonist Dimitris Hantzopoulos (hypertext). The hypotext is the image 
from the Soviet silent film Battleship Potemkin (1925), directed by Sergei Eisenstein. 
It glorifies the 1905 mutiny aboard the Russian battleship Potemkin, depicting revo
lution against oppressive Tsarist forces. The cartoon’s caption (Battleship Putinmkin)  
is slightly modified (explicit intertextuality via text and image). It references Russian 
President Vladimir Putin (goal/target). The verbal element interacts with the image 
(paratextuality), alluding to a famous scene: a woman is shot in the eye while wearing 
pince-nez glasses,  symbolizing brutal repression. The cartoon’s setting is stylized in a 
way that mimics Soviet propaganda, reinforcing the historical connection. It takes a 
Soviet symbol of revolutionary heroism and flips it to comment on contemporary 
authoritarianism in Putin’s Russia (technique of  appropriation) and to imply state vio
lence under Putin's regime. The cartoonist critiques modern Russian political lead
ership by drawing parallels to the repressive regime depicted in Battleship Potemkin 
( focus/frame of reference). 

-

-
-

Religion and literature 
Besides fine art, street art, and cinematography, other popular sources for political 
cartoons are Bible stories and literature. Cartoonists use a broad spectrum of religious  
plots to depict different events of the Russian-Ukrainian War (Figures 6–8). 
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Fig 6. AGO (Germany) 

Fig 7. Dmitri Vrubel (Russia) 

The monomodal cartoon by Ukrainian artist Olexiy Kustovsky (Figure 6) alludes 
to the painting The Last Supper by Leonardo da Vinci (1495–1498). The setting of 
hypertext compositionally echoes the hypotext. It mimics the hand gestures and 
placements of the apostles in da Vinci’s original, reinforcing the parallel (technique 
of appropriation). Vladimir Putin (goal/target) replaces Jesus Christ at the center 
of the table (transposition). The setting of the cartoon is quite comprehensive and 
contains many details. Putin is wearing a military uniform and an armband with the 



  

Fig 8. Andriy Petrenko (Ukraine) 

letter Z (one of several symbols, including “V” and “O”) painted on military vehi
cles involved in the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Jesus and the disciples are depicted 
as cinder blocks with human features. The table is cluttered with missiles, grenades, 
burning cinder blocks, and broken windows in the background. These symbols stand 
for devastation caused by Russian aggression against Ukraine. Mimicking The Last 
Supper, the cartoon suggests that Putin has perverted a symbol of peace and sacrifice 
into one of violence and destruction. By replacing Christ with Putin, the cartoonist 
communicates a message of moral and cultural inversion, where peace is replaced by 
violence, faith by fear, and divinity by dictatorial power ( focus/frame of reference). The  
cartoon is a direct condemnation of Russia’s aggressive actions in Ukraine. 

The work of Turkish cartoonist Ahmad Rahma (Figure 7) is based on visual 
analogies with Bible stories and Greek mythology. The hypertext (monomodal car
toon) comments on Ukraine’s struggle for NATO membership in the face of Russian 
aggression (social context). It shows President Zelensky (target/goal) carrying the 
cross with the Ukrainian flag in the background (setting). The cross resembles the 
NATO emblem (a four-pointed compass rose). Its size and sharpness suggest it is 
both difficult to carry and potentially painful, even as it’s being embraced. In addition,  
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-

-

-

the hypertext’s setting mirrors the Greek myth of Sisyphus, who was condemned to 
eternally push a boulder uphill—only to have it roll back down. These metaphors 
(WAY OF THE CROSS and Sisyphus reveal the focus ( frame of reference) of the car
toon: Zelensky is a modern-day Sisyphus, endlessly and painfully striving for NATO’s  
support or membership. His efforts walk the line between futility and heroic perse
verance to achieve the goal, which is also an obstacle that may be strategically useful 
but slow-moving. This cartoon highlights the immense challenge Ukraine faces in 
gaining support from Western alliances like NATO. Figure 8 (multimodal cartoon) by  
Austrian cartoonist Marian Kamensky, alludes to the Christian nativity scene, where 
the birth of Jesus Christ is traditionally shown as a moment of hope, salvation, and 
peace. The setting is based on paratextuality and contradiction. The screaming baby, 
stamped with the Z symbol, is grotesquely aggressive and unnatural. It has Putin’s face  
(target/goal) and is labeled “ANTICHRIST,” suggesting a total inversion of sacred 
values. The Holy Family in the cartoon consists of Hitler, Stalin, and Putin (Ruscism 
as the ideological successor of Fascism and Stalinism). The Three Kings are Syrian 
dictator Bashar al-Assad, Chinese leader Xi Jinping, and Iranian Grand Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, bringing sacred gifts (opium, gunpowder, and poison) to the new
born Antichrist (implicit intertextuality). These authoritarian leaders are portrayed 
as empowering evil, reversing the traditional Christian symbolism of goodwill and 
peace. Additional symbols (a missile across the sky replacing the Star of Bethlehem, 
a solar eclipse, indifferent onlookers) convey the message: “The heavens no longer 
bless humanity—they now herald war.” The cartoon’s setting reveals its focus ( frame of 
reference): the rise of authoritarian alliances fostering global instability. 

Literature is a crucial and dynamic source of inspiration for creating incisive polit
ical cartoons. Its rich narratives provide a compelling backdrop for satirical commen
tary, making complex ideas accessible and entertaining. Figure 9.1 and Figure 9.2 are 
visual “quotes” of William Shakespeare (1564-1616), the most quoted writer in the 
history of the English-speaking world, and Miguel de Cervantes (1547–1616), the most  
important figure in Spanish literature. 

-
-

The setting of both cartoons is a combination of explicit and implicit intertex
tuality. Figure 9.1 is a work by Croatian cartoonist Dragan Kovasevic. The setting of 
the hypertext (monomodal cartoon) is visually rich. The figure is dressed in Elizabe
than garb with a contemplative expression, wearing a necklace with the Z symbol. Its 
face resembles Putin (goal/target). The figure is holding a skull (a symbol of death), 
overlaid with a map of Earth. This setting is a direct allusion to Hamlet’s “To be or 
not to be” soliloquy, repurposed as a question for the world’s future (technique of 
appropriation). The cartoon’s setting discloses its focus ( frame of reference): the person  
contemplating the Earth’s fate may be directly complicit in its destruction. 

-

-

Figure 9.2 (monomodal cartoon by Italian artist Paolo Lombardi) has a simple set
ting and uses the technique of appropriation. A lone figure resembling Don Quixote 

-
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Fig 9. Dimitris Hantzopoulos (Greece) 

stands with a lance against a tank marked with Z. Those images symbolize idealism, 
delusional heroism, and Russian destructive power. The cartoon’s setting possibly cre
ates a David vs. Goliath scenario where an idealistic figure confronts a modern, brutal 
war machine ( focus/frame of reference). It can be interpreted in two ways: a) the futility  
of resistance against overwhelming force, and b) the glorification of the moral courage  
of Ukrainian defenders. The cartoon is possibly sympathetic to Ukraine, implying a 
critique of asymmetric warfare: one side with overwhelming firepower, the other with  
symbolic resistance and chivalry. 

-

Conclusions 

Political humor, as a relevant part of modern culture, impacts politics, especially in 
wartime. Political satire, as a narrower category within political humor, represents an 
efficient channel for political criticism, offering a reinterpretation of political reality. 

As an interdiscursive phenomenon, the political cartoon is an object of study for 
many disciplines: political science, media studies, art history, linguistics, and culture 
studies. The interdisciplinarity of this humorous genre, which draws on classical and 
contemporary cultural heritage, makes it an interesting research object and a specific 
document of the era. In times of the dominance of visuality, political cartoons serve as  
discursive practices and visual testimony of armed conflicts. Despite their interdisci
plinarity, political cartoons have standard parameters by which they can be described:  
(a) goals, (b) frame of reference, and (c) means. These parameters correspond with 
political satire’s target, focus, social acceptability, and presentation (setting). The 
interrelated criteria served as analytical tools for this study, supported by multimodal 
discourse analysis (MDA). The multimodality, intertextuality, and transtextuality of 
political cartoons empower cartoonists to convey messages that range from strikingly 

-



   152 | DIFFICULT NEIGHBORHOODS 

clear to intriguingly ambiguous. The dynamic interplay of explicit and nuanced mean
ings on the one hand, and of verbal and nonverbal elements on the other (in terms 
of paratextuality), forms the foundation of cartooning, resulting in rich, multilayered 
works that provoke deep thought and spirited dialogue about pressing contemporary 
issues. 

-

The intertextuality and transtextuality of political cartoons put them in a broader 
cultural and sociopolitical landscape. This understanding of intertextuality and 
transtextuality is reinforced by two interconnected concepts: visual analogies and 
cultural memory. As a crucial aspect of modern culture, political cartoons tap into the 
cultural legacies of past eras, drawing inspiration from literature, art, cinema, and reli
gious narratives to create impactful visual commentary. This chapter established the 
research corpus of 12 political cartoons on the Russian-Ukrainian War from Ukraine, 
Russia, Germany, Croatia, Turkey, Greece, and Italy, of which 6 are monomodal and 
6 multimodal. 

-

The analysis shows that cartoonists use various source domains: photography, 
art and street art, film and animation, religion, and literature. The examples bridge 
classical works (Daumier, Da Vinci, Shakespeare, Cervantes) with contemporary 
geopolitical narratives, demonstrating how iconography is recontextualized to com
ment on modern armed conflicts. Some hypotexts are widely recognized, enabling 
the audience to decode the corresponding hypertexts effortlessly. However, certain 
visual analogies (Figures 5, 6, 9) demand deeper cognitive engagement, challenging 
viewers to explore and uncover more profound meanings. The setting of the cartoons 
was determined by their target, focus, and  the political and cultural specifics of the 
countries represented by the cartoonists. This research illustrated: (a) how political 
cartoons repurpose iconic cultural texts to critique modern armed conflicts, and (b) 
how the interplay between familiar hypotexts and provocative hypertexts enables 
nuanced readings that span political satire, condemnation, and moral inquiry. 

-
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Appendix 

Picture Credits 
Figure 1 
https://www.sfgate.com/news/article/joe-rosenthal-1911-2006-photo-was-his  
-fame-2490706.php 

Figure 2 
https://cagle.com/cartoonist/vladimir-kazanevsky/2023/06/27/275929  
/counteroffensive-in-ukraine 

Figure 3 

Figure 4 
https://www.meisterdrucke.pl/wydruki-artystyczne/Honor%C3%A9-Daumier  
/1245468/Marzenie-wynalazcy-pistoletu-ig%C5%82owego....html 

Figure 5 
https://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/l/lithograph_from_1866.asp 

Figure 6 
https://www.cartoonmovement.com/cartoon/putins-army-parade 

Figure 7 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:East_Side_Galler y_-_Dmitri  
_Vrubel_-_Le_baiser_(Berlin).jpg 

Figure 8 
https://www.cartoonmovement.com/cartoon/si-give-me-new-gun-because  
-old-one-completely-broken-pu 

Figure 9 
https://www.ekathimerini.com/opinion/cartoon/1180270/cartoon-by-dimitris  
-hantzopoulos-19-03-2022/ 

Figure 10 
https://uainfo.org/blognews/1696837883-pidbirka-blogozhab-ta-fotoprikoliv  
-vid-uainfo-za-9-listopada.html 

Figure 11 
https://www.cartoonmovement.com/cartoon/salvation-1 

Figure 12 
https://www.toonpool.com/cartoons/UNFROHE%20WEIHNACHTEN_417275 

https://www.sfgate.com/news/article/joe-rosenthal-1911-2006-photo-was-his-fame-2490706.php
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Figure 13 
https://ns-dubrava.hr/2024/01/08/godisnja-izlozba-karikatura-clanova-hrvatskog  
-drustva-karikaturista-u-galeriji-vladimir-filakovac/ 

Figure 14 
https://de.toonpool.com/cartoons/Resistence_403669 

https://ns-dubrava.hr/2024/01/08/godisnja-izlozba-karikatura-clanova-hrvatskog-drustva-karikaturista-u-galeriji-vladimir-filakovac
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From Victims to Survivors 

The Impact of Migration on Women in Novels by Female 
Migrant Writers 

Abstract 

This paper contrasts the effects of international migration and difficult urban settings 
on immigrant women in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane and Dana Parys-White’s Emigrantka  
z wyboru. Opowieść londyńska [The Emigrant by Choice. A London Story]. Both writ
ers examine the intricacies of the immigrant experience in challenging metropolitan 
environments, offering perspectives on issues of relocation, resilience, assimilation, 
and cultural identity. Nazneen and Ewa, the two main characters, come from different  
countries and were raised in different cultures. They appear to have relatively little in 
common when taking into account disparities in education, religious background, 
marital status, and perspectives on migration. However, in spite of these differences, 
their experiences of marginalization, cultural displacement, and economic hardship 
are comparable. They are further united by the contrast between their traditional 
ideals and the contemporary realities of their lives in London. This paper examines 
themes of identity conflicts, alienation, and the protagonists’ pursuit of a brighter 
future in Britain. It also explores whether the problems associated with assimilation 
and difficult neighborhoods can positively affect the immigrant women who attempt 
to establish new lives in Britain. 

-

Keywords: immigrant women’s writing, migration from Poland to the UK, identity, 
transformation, assimilation 

Gender has long been an overlooked factor in studies of migration, with early dis
cussion mostly focused on men, their needs, expectations, and reasons for reloca
tion. Women’s international mobility received little scholarly attention and was often 
viewed through the lens of family reunification, with women perceived as passive 
participants rather than active agents (Morokvasic, 1983; Slany, 2008). Female migra
tion was seldom voluntary and, as Engle (2004) notes, it was usually associated with 

-
-

-
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“family reunification or depended on a male migrant” (p. 17). Women’s dependence 
was mirrored in the phrases such as “migrant workers and their families,” where the 
“migrant workers” always referred to men (Erel et al., 2003, p. 10). Female interna
tional movement resulted mainly from the family’s needs and was occasionally wom
en’s independent choice. As Morocvasic (1983) puts it, women who left their home 
countries were “dependants, migrants’ wives or mothers, unproductive, illiterate, iso
lated, secluded from the outside world and the bearers of many children,” who either 
cared about their household or worked illegally, hardly ever in the waged labor market  
(p. 13). Despite comprising a significant part of host societies, women were largely 
regarded as “sociologically invisible” (Morocvasic, 1983, p.13). 

-
-

-

From the mid-1970s onward, scholars began to change their approach, recognizing 
migration as a phenomenon that involved both genders. This could have been the 
result of a noticeable increase in female migration, especially from Ireland, Poland, 
and Uganda, as well as of the emergence of women’s liberation movements in Britain 
that brought issues of gender inequality to light. Scholars understood that women 
were not a homogenous group travelling overseas to join their families. Rather, they 
migrated across borders for diverse reasons, and their experiences differed from 
the experiences of men. This change initiated discussions about the feminization 
of migration and brought attention to how it affected men and women individually 
(Christou & Kofman, 2022; Ryan & Webster, 2008; Slany, 2008). Aspects such as age, 
race, ethnicity, religion, cultural background, and economic class, which are the main 
elements of individual identity, have become increasingly integrated into migration 
studies, with gender as a significant factor (Crenshaw, 1991). Migrant lives, job oppor
tunities, acculturation experiences, and levels of sexual discrimination in the work
place are all impacted by gender. Therefore, a gendered awareness of these dimensions  
is important to understand migration dynamics thoroughly. 

-
-

The works of many female migrant authors, in which they often draw upon  elements  
of their own lives, examine the complexities of gender and international movement. 
Among such novels are Brick Lane  by Monica Ali and Emigrantka z wyboru. Opowieść 
londyńska [The Emigrant by Choice. A London Story] by Dana Parys-White, which 
portray the migrant experiences of two women and focus on the issues of identity 
and belonging. 

Monica Ali was born in Bangladesh to an English mother and a Bangladeshi father. 
As a young girl, she moved to England, where she has lived ever since. She has been 
an acute observer of the life of Bangladeshi immigrants in London and draws on these  
observations as well as her personal experience as a person from a mixed-race family 
in her novel. Dana Parys-White was born in Poland but moved to Britain to learn 
English. She met her future husband there and eventually settled down in London. 
She worked as a journalist for a music magazine and hosted a popular radio show 
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before she devoted herself fully to writing novels. Being actively involved in the life 
of the Polish diaspora in London, she reflected both her own and other migrants’ 
experiences with language barriers, assimilation problems and cultural differences in 
Emigrantka z wyboru, which was shortlisted for a literary award in 2009. 

This paper will attempt to compare the impact of displacement on the heroines 
of the two novels, who represent major diasporas in London and who emigrated to 
Britain from very different worlds: one from predominantly Catholic Poland and the 
other from Muslim-majority Bangladesh. Both countries have distinct cultural, his-
torical, geographical, and political backgrounds. While Brick Lane emerges from a 
postcolonial context and Emigrantka z wyboru  from a post-communist Eastern Euro-
pean one, both novels reflect different migrant experiences shaped by each country’s 
unique past. The paper will also examine how varying motivations for migration (vol-
untary migration vs. necessity-driven displacement) influence the heroines’ migrant 
life and perspectives. 

Exploring the Determinants of Migration: Economic, Political, and 
Gender Factors 

People have moved throughout history in pursuit of a better life, to flee violence 
or reunite with their loved ones. Significant challenges, including overcoming legal 
restrictions and prejudice based on their cultural background, race, or ethnicity have 
often stood in their way. 

Before World War II, the percentage of South Asians who lived in Britain was very 
low but this number grew exponentially in the postwar years. Serious labor shortages 
emerged in Britain immediately after the war, primarily due to the mobilization of 
people into the armed forces (Zig, 1985). According to Mason (1995), an important 
reason for this deficiency problem was the reorganization of industry, which became 
large-scale and capital intensive. Britian filled these gaps partly by the recruitment of 
women, countryside and Irish workers. When the postwar economic boom began, 
this soon proved insufficient. A lot of native British employees moved to new posts, 
whereas the posts for semiskilled and unskilled ones remained unfilled. It was the time  
when workers coming from the former British colonies satisfied the demand for this 
kind of jobs in the British labor market. 

High proportions of Indian subcontinent migrants moved to Britain in order to 
improve their economic situation and access more favorable working conditions than  
they had in their countries. The British labor market opened up in the late 1940s, 
allowing people of color to obtain jobs that had previously been unavailable to them. 
Those already settled in Britain, who worked as peddlers selling cheap items, began 
entering freely available fields of employment. Their countrymen soon followed, 
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finding work in the north of England and London foundries, textile mills, engineering  
factories, and the service sector. 

The first migration policy implemented after WWII, the 1948 British National
ity Act, was favorable and offered the early group of postwar migrants unrestricted 
access to the UK and legal employment. A lot of men left the Indian subcontinent 
at that time with the aim of working in Britain temporarily and returning home after 
saving some money. The subsequent years, however, brought a considerable change 
to migration patterns. 

-

South Asians who emigrated from East Africa, particularly from Uganda in the 
1970s, also made up a significant part of migrants in Britain. Many of them were 
descendants of laborers originally recruited by the British in the 19th century to build 
railways across the continent. Like migrants from the Indian subcontinent, they 
sought better economic opportunities after the end of World War II. Some of them 
voluntarily moved to Britain in search of better economic conditions, whereas others 
were forcibly expelled from Uganda as a result of the xenophobic policies of President  
Idi Amin, who wanted to remove foreigners from his country. The government’s rhet
oric of the early 1970s defined “true Ugandans” as Amin’s black brothers and sisters, 
excluding South Asians from national identity (Muhammedi, 2022). Over 24,000 
people of South Asian descent were forced to leave their homes in Uganda (Brown, 
2006). They were distinct from those whose migration path lay outside Africa. Unlike  
those who travelled individually, Ugandan South Asians moved to Britan with their 
families and were usually much better educated. In contrast to their less educated 
or even illiterate counterparts who had come directly from the Indian subcontinent, 
statistics show that 77% of East African South Asian men and 57% of women spoke 
English, which enabled them to find more demanding and better-paid jobs (Brown, 
2006). 

-

Bangladeshis started to migrate to Britain in the 1970s in search of refuge and eco
nomic opportunities, when their nation was involved in the civil war. They primarily 
originated from the Sylhet District and established a large diaspora in the London 
borough of Tower Hamlets. They initially worked in factories, just like other South 
Asian immigrants, but as time went on, they started their own tiny businesses. 

-

Following World War II, the South Asian diaspora in Britain increased immensely, 
reaching 4 million people by 2021, with over 640,000 having come from Bangladesh 
(Office for National Statistics, 2021). Despite sharp restrictions on the migration of 
women until the early 2000s, Bengali women began moving abroad during the 1980s. 
Early female migrants frequently travelled with their families, since they were not 
permitted to migrate alone until 2003, when the ban on migrant women over 35 years 
was lifted. By 2006, the age limit was lowered to 25, and eventually, restrictions were 
removed for all ages (Humera & Ambreen, 2017). Prior to the early 2000s, migration 
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of unskilled or semiskilled women from Bangladesh was also limited. Consequently, 
the percentage of Bengali females was very low, i.e., only 1% of the entire migrant 
population at that time (Humera & Ambreen, 2017). 

The number of Bengali women moving overseas steadily rose after the restrictions 
were lifted in 2003, reaching 4% by 2004. This proportion increased in the 2010s, 
averaging almost 19% of all migrant workers annually (Blanchet & Biswas, 2021). This 
increase was mainly caused by the need for unskilled female labor rather than the low 
demand for middle-class, well-educated women, who tended to stay at home instead 
of accepting low-skilled employment overseas. The majority of the unskilled Bengali 
women who came to Britain worked in catering, housekeeping, caring, and the textile  
sector (Islam, 2008). 

The prewar migration from Poland to the UK resulted mainly from economic hard
ship and was regarded as a chance for stable income, safe work, and financial sup
port for families left behind in Poland. Generally identified as the breadwinners, men 
migrated primarily to enhance their families’ standards of living. Research by Slany 
and Ślusarczyk (2019) indicates that women during this period largely moved to join 
their male relatives: husbands, fathers, or brothers. As a result, their role in the process  
and input in the economies of host countries is often underestimated in statistical 
reports. This is unjust, as both men and women were equally affected by relocation, 
which often forced them to abandon their old way of life and adopt new patterns of 
behavior Początek formularza and Dół formularza(Slany & Ślusarczyk, 2019). 

-
-

Immediately after World War II, forced migration became prevalent due to the new  
borders, which made Poland nearly ethnically homogenous. During the communist 
era, cross-border movement was officially prohibited. The process of Sovietization led  
to political terror, poverty and chaos. The Polish borders were closed, as the authori
ties regarded the communist system as the most appropriate and therefore prohibited  
free movement (Kupiszewski, 2018). In addition, restrictive visa and passport controls  
discouraged foreign travel. Poland was fully integrated into the Soviet sphere, and as 
Churchill (1946) described it, an iron curtain had descended across Europe. Men 
often left the country illegally, as remaining in Poland usually brought significant dan
gers to the opponents of the regime. The authorities gradually issued permits for short  
overseas excursions, but they always set strict time limits. Many people took advan
tage of this to move abroad and settle there permanently, with minimum chances of 
going back home. In cases where some of them overstayed illegally, their families lost 
the opportunity to join them. During this period, men primarily migrated to Western 
Europe or the United States due to economic crises within their families or because 
they were seen as a threat by the communist government that frequently suppressed 
any opposition. Meanwhile, women travelled to Western Europe to contribute to the 
family income by taking seasonal jobs. As in the prewar period, family, friends or 

-

-

-
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acquaintances often encouraged would-be migrants to leave their homeland, offering 
hope for a brighter future in a prosperous country and providing assistance with the 
search for employment or housing (Slany & Ślusarczyk, 2019). However, extensive 
censorship led to the underreporting of both male and female mobility. 

The turning point in the history of Polish international movement was the acces
sion to the European Union in 2004, which resulted in a significant emigration flow 
of both men and women. Many Poles were compelled to leave for financial reasons, 
hoping for economic opportunities and a more comfortable life in Western coun
tries, primarily to Britain, Germany, Holland, and Ireland. Over 100,000 of them are 
believed to have relocated to Britain soon after Poland joined the European Union 
in 2004. This number grew exponentially in the years that followed, peaking over 1 
million in 2017 (Clark, 2024). In the post-accession migrant wave, there was a grow
ing proportion of well-educated individuals, for whom the migration determinants 
included not only economic opportunities but also prospects for personal develop
ment. In certain sectors, the number of Polish employees is comparable to that of 
native British nowadays; for example, 11% of them pursue academic careers or work in  
administrative roles (Garapich, 2019). The majority of Poles with lower levels of edu
cation work in manufacturing, construction, or the tourism industry, according to the  
Labour Force Survey (Garapich, 2019). However, the number of Poles leaving their 
homeland has declined since 2018, as more people decide to stay in Poland because of 
better job opportunities and the uncertainty brought about by Brexit (Główny Urząd 
Statystyczny, 2019). 

-

-

-

-

-

Slany and Ślusarczyk (2019) state that women seldom migrated independently 
prior to the 2004 accession, but in the following years they began to consider their 
own expectations, needs, and plans when deciding to leave. Furthermore, they relied 
less on family contacts and networks than before. This change was a big challenge, as 
starting a new life abroad without friends or knowledge of the local language was risky.  
The post-accession female migrant thus contradicted the traditional Polish feminine 
ideal, which had conventionally been associated with domestic and mother-centered 
roles. 

The majority of those Polish female migrants were initially driven by economic 
reasons, which led them to accept even low-paying jobs, as wages abroad were much 
higher than in Poland. As a result of the gendered characteristics of the labor mar
ket, which located women as better suited for care work than men, the majority of 
female migrants worked in the service sector. They helped bridge the UK’s labor gap 
by allowing women in the host country to remain in the workforce without having to 
change their childcare and household responsibilities. According to some scholars, 
the growing need for domestic and care services in host countries was a major cause 
of the feminization of migration (Kordasiewicz, 2010). While this may have been the 
case at the time of Poland’s accession to the European Union, current research shows 

-
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that an increasing number of educated and skilled women are now migrating, some
times even exceeding male migration (Grabowska-Lusińska & Okólski, 2008). 

-

The causes of women’s mobility go beyond economic needs and include limited 
employment opportunities, professional ambitions, and limited access to cheap hous
ing in Poland (Okólski & Salt, 2014). Many women have also learnt to make indepen
dent decisions and to relocate not only out of curiosity but also in search of better 
opportunities for personal development. For others, migration has become a way of 
life and a means of social advancement (Cook et al., 2010). This viewpoint supports 
Morokvasic’s argument that women’s migration is, at times, a form of resistance and 
rebellion against the patriarchal order in their home countries (Morokvasic, 1983). 

-
-

Given that many women began migrating with few social ties and minimal com
mand of the host country’s language, this shift in agency required a great deal of cour
age. Their migrant experience was often characterized by difficulties such as increased  
racial and religious discrimination, as well as challenges related to multilingualism and  
multiculturalism. Moreover, due to poor institutional support, many women ended 
up with insecure social and legal statuses or resorted to working illegally. Despite these  
hardships, women continued to migrate to Britain and eventually began to outnumber  
male migrants (Aziz, 2015). 

-
-

The Dreams and Expectations: The Protagonists’ Perspectives on Britain 

Ewa, the protagonist of Emigrantka z wyboru. Opowieść londyńska by Dana Parys
White, is a born-and-bred Polish woman in her twenties who had worked in Poland 
for a few years before she decided to emigrate. Her impression that living and working  
in Poland was unviable because of low wages and limited opportunities for career pro
gression was strengthened during this short period of her professional life. She feels 
the need for a significant change; therefore, she resigns from her unfulfilling job and 
moves to London. Disappointed by the constrained career prospects in Poland, she 
longs for greater financial stability and personal development in the UK. She states 
that she will not passively “wait for better times to come” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 17).1 

-

-

Nazneen, the 18-year-old protagonist of Monica Ali’s novel Brick Lane, was born 
into a poor family in a small village in Bangladesh. Unlike Ewa, she has no formal edu
cation and qualifications, as she has spent her entire life assisting her parents and man
aging household responsibilities. Consequently, an arranged marriage to Chanu, a 
Bengali man twice her age who has lived in London for the past 20 years, appears to be  
a favorable opportunity. She joins him, becoming one of the thousands of Bangladeshi  

-
-

1.  All quotations from D. Parys-White (2008) and K. Slany (2008) are my translations unless 
otherwise noted. 
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women who have migrated to London. While most other migrants are driven by eco
nomic hardship or hope for self-improvement, Nazneen’s migration is not voluntary. 
Instead, she travels to Britain in obedience to her parents, who arranged the marriage. 

-

Ewa regards Britain as a “promised land”, where she can fulfil her ambitions and 
attain a higher standard of living than her peers in Poland. She is determined to over
come obstacles to get to Britain and disregards any discomfort along the way. She 
cannot afford airfare and instead embarks on a 30-hour journey on an overcrowded 
and uncomfortable bus to what she views as “the land of well-being and tolerance” 
(Parys-White, 2008, p. 22). Ewa is optimistic that London will offer her the opportu
nity to start a new life and to develop personally and professionally. 

-

-

In contrast, Nazneen does not have any particular vision of England prior to her 
migration from Bangladesh. Her reason for leaving her home country is not eco
nomic or self-development driven but rather a demonstration of her obedience to 
her husband and parents. She is used to obeying traditional beliefs and taking life as 
it comes. As testified by her own words, her mother taught her passive endurance: 
“Just wait and see. That’s all we can do. (…) Amma always wiped away her tears with 
those words” (Ali, 2003, p. 27). Nazneen’s philosophy is shaped by this attitude of 
submission: “What could not be changed must be borne. And since nothing could 
be changed, everything had to be borne” (Ali, 2003, p. 4). Consequently, she dutifully 
accompanies her husband to London without having any specific expectations about 
her life there. 

-

Behind the Dream: The Challenges of Life as an Immigrant 

Ewa’s initial love for London, which was fueled by its stunning architecture, rich green
ery, and kind locals, soon fades. When she arrives in Britain, financial constraints force  
her to share a cheap room in a run-down neighborhood known for drug usage, vio
lence, and homelessness. Additionally, her job chances do not meet her expectations. 
She obtains a low-paid job as a hotel maid for a Moroccan employer in spite of having 
a university degree. As she is restricted to positions typically ascribed to women, her 
degree is of no value in the labor market. Due to the harsh reality of migrant labor, she 
is forced to give up her career aspirations and accept any job that she is offered, even if 
it does not fit her qualifications. She humbly abandons her goals and “convert[s] [her]  
intellectual competence into the broom and shovel” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 96). Ewa 
admits that, when faced with the reality of life in London, her ambitions “disappeared 
like the first snow—rapidly” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 29), leaving her with a sense of 
shame. She hides her job from her friends because cleaning hotel rooms and making 
beds clashes with how she sees herself. She was raised to value education and equates 
menial labor with disgrace. 

-

-
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Ewa experiences exploitative working conditions, as do other migrant women 
employed in the domestic and hospitality sectors. Her boss is still unhappy with her 
performance and underpays her despite her hard work. Moreover, she has no proper 
protection and is susceptible to labor rights violations because she works illegally. 
She is part of what Kronenberg (2017) refers to as “the ghetto of domestic industry,” 
where female migrant workers are predominantly employed in catering, cleaning and 
caregiving, as a result of ingrained gendered stereotypes (p. 136). Such women receive  
low pay, face institutionalized prejudice, and refrain from voicing complaints for fear 
of losing their jobs. Ewa’s friend, who works in a hair salon, is subjected to similar 
exploitative working conditions, with the owner constantly increasing her workload, 
leaving her disillusioned and exhausted: 

She told me recently to wash her car but only after the hair salon’s closing time. I 
had been waiting for an hour until she did her shopping, so I finished polishing her 
wheels at 9 p.m. And what did she do? She cut my wage rate because I had forgotten  
the bumpers, and there were some smudges remaining on the rear window (Parys
White, 2008, p. 52). 

-

Ewa, like many other women, is afraid of being forced to seek new employment, 
therefore, she does not dare to speak out against her exploitation. Such women suffer 
in quiet accepting their fate because they feel helpless to oppose a labor market largely  
dominated by men. 

Nazneen embodies this submissive role, obediently following her husband to Brit
ain. When they move into their London home, she is initially impressed by its modern
conveniences, a contrast to the living conditions in her Bengali home: “When she 
thought of Gouripur now, she thought about inconvenience. To do without a flush 
toilet, to give up on her two sinks (kitchen and bathroom), to light fire for the oven 
instead of just turning a knob (…)” (Ali, 2003, p. 51). Raised in a highly conservative 
family, Nazneen does not receive any formal education, as Bangladeshi traditional 
society expects women to focus on domestic responsibilities rather than educational 
or professional life. In this patriarchal system, men are primarily expected to work 
and support their families financially, which positions women economically reliant 
on them. Dominelli (2006) asserts that “[p]aid work (…) belongs to men. Unpaid 
work in the home is generally a woman’s lot” (p. 160). Despite the psychological and 
physical price that domestic work has, it is frequently downgraded, which justifies 
women’s subordination in the household. 

-
 

In  Brick Lane, both Nazneen and her husband uphold traditional gender roles, mir
roring a patriarchal structure in which “women are made for the home” (Blanchet & 
Biswas, 2021, p. 18). The religious and cultural values that Nazneen adheres to delay 
her full independence and integration into the host society. Research by Benn and 

-
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Jawad (2003) reveals that “some Muslim women experience double oppression from 
the culture of their community as well as the culture of their religion: ‘our parents’ 
traditional attitudes … their cultural values, their family honour, their stubbornness 
to let go of the traditions’” (p. 2). However, these limitations are not burdensome for 
Nazneen; rather, she is unaware of the natural independence that women are entitled 
to. Confined to her home, she gives her all to her husband’s service and to raising her 
children. Her duties include everything from regular housework to personal care for 
Chanu, for example ear hair removal, nail care, and corn treatment. With time, the 
monotonous domestic responsibilities that lie with her further her sense of alienation  
because the only social connections she has are with a few Bangladeshi women in her 
neighborhood. At times, she feels overwhelmed by emotional detachment and yearns  
for human connection: 

What she missed most was people. Not any people in particular (apart, of course, 
from Hasina) but just people. If she put her ear to the wall she could hear sounds. 
The television on. Coughing. Sometimes the lavatory flushing. Someone upstairs 
scraping a chair. A shouting match below. Everyone in their boxes, counting their 
possessions. In all her eighteen years, she could scarcely remember a moment that 
she had spent alone. Until she married. And came to London to sit day after day 
in this large box with the furniture to dust, and the muffled sounds of private lives 
sealed away above, below, and around her. (Ali, 2003, p. 24) 

Before, Nazneen used to find comfort in her faith, but after moving to London, 
even the teachings of the Quran fail to provide her with peace and strength. Nazneen 
“took the Qur’an. She looked for familiar passages, the words that she knew that would  
give comfort. In her panic, she could find none and the words on the page kept her 
out, hid their meaning and pushed her away” (Ali, 2003, p. 332). 

Nazneen’s sense of isolation is intensified by a deep fear of navigating London. 
Her unfamiliarity with the city and poor command of English make her feel insecure 
and vulnerable. The world outside appears unfriendly and even simple daily activities  
can be challenging. She says that “[t]o go across the street to the other side without 
being hit by a car [is] like stepping out during the monsoon and attempting to avoid 
raindrops” (Ali, 2003, p. 34). Her sense of safety is restricted to her home, which then 
becomes her only refuge. 

The stereotypical placement of women in low-paid labor is highlighted by Oakley 
(2019), who states that this allows men to pursue higher-earning employment with 
more social and economic rewards. Chanu is an educated man with a degree from 
Dhaka University, who feels he is entitled to a more dignified position. However, he 
is unable to achieve the professional peak he wishes for because his qualifications 
are not valid in Britain. As a result, he becomes more paternalistic in his marriage, 
discouraging Nazneen from continuing her education or obtaining employment, and 
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acting as her only connection to the outside world. He demonstrates his intellectual 
superiority and takes charge of their life in London. Raised with the values of sacrifice 
and patience, which are deeply rooted in traditional Bangladeshi femininity, Nazneen 
accepts her boring daily existence as an unavoidable part of her fate rather than a 
burden, reinforcing her dependence on him ( Jahan, 1975). 

Upholding Tradition: The Importance of Instilled Values  
in Immigrant Life 

The main character in Emigrantka z wyboru is not a forced migrant but chooses to 
leave her homeland. Although she made her decision on her own, she still feels home
sick while living in London. By joining a close-knit group of Polish migrant women, 
she protects her ties to her homeland and keeps a strong connection to her Polish 
identity. This community gives friendship, support and help anytime it is needed. 
For example, Ewa’s Polish friends emotionally support Julia, whose father objects to 
her plan to marry an Egyptian man. Similarly, Jagoda’s roommates sympathize with 
her and offer to assist her in finding another job when she struggles with the huge 
workload at the hair salon. For the Polish women living in London, this group is like 
a real family, compensating for the loss of their Polish relatives. Ewa acknowledges 
this relationship and asserts that her friends are “the surrogate family, but the best 
we could have here” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 89). The sense of belonging to this com
munity comforts migrants and helps them cope with the difficulties of living abroad. 
Ewa states that it “gave a sense of security and suppressed the feeling of loneliness” 
(Parys-White, 2008, p. 69). 

-

-

Ewa’s integration into this group goes beyond social interactions and includes 
shared living arrangements and cultural activities. She rents a room from a Polish 
landlord or landlady and forms strong friendships with the other Polish female 
migrants living in the same house. They maintain their Polish identity and a sense of 
solidarity by attending frequent get-togethers and adhering to cultural and religious 
traditions. Homi Bhabha (2004) emphasizes the value of culture in ensuring survival 
in a foreign environment. This claim is especially relevant to the female characters 
in Parys-White’s book, for whom celebrating Christmas and other religious festivals 
together helps to strengthen their national identity. For example, Ewa and her friends 
make traditional Polish dishes and observe customs such as going to a midnight ser
vice and singing Christmas carols. Although the women are separated from their 
homeland, these traditions maintain their cultural heritage and establish a spiritual 
bond with their Polish families. 

-

Similarly, Nazneen in Brick Lane  is determined to uphold Bengali traditions and 
feels nostalgia for home. However, as the years pass, she finds her memories of Ban
gladesh diminishing and gradually comes to accept that London is her home now: 

-
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“The village was leaving her. Sometimes a picture would come. Vivid; so strong she 
could smell it. More often, she tried to look and couldn’t” (Ali, 2003, p. 156). Despite 
this change, Nazneen still follows the traditional gender roles that she was taught 
by her parents, even though they lead to gender inequality. Her reliance on her hus
band is deeply rooted in Bengali culture, where patriarchy is the dominant ideology: 
“[H]ighly patriarchal and gender discrimination is present at all levels of community. 
Women are reliant on men throughout the whole time of their lives. The range starts 
from father to husbands to sons” (Ferdaush & Rahman, 2011, p. 8). 

-

By wearing the traditional sari, cooking Bengali dishes, and socializing with other 
women in Tower Hamlets, Nazneen actively preserves her cultural identity while liv
ing in London. But as a migrant, she often feels alone since she does not interact 
much with people outside of her community. She contemplates her isolation that 
overwhelmed her migration: 

-

In all her eighteen years, she could not remember a moment that she had spent 
alone. Until she married. And moved to London to sit day after day in this large 
box with the furniture to polish, and the muffled hum of private lives closed above, 
below and around her. (Ali, 2003, p. 11) 

Her interactions with other Bangladeshi women in Tower Hamlets, who provide her 
with a sense of belonging and emotional support, is crucial to her adjustment. In 
addition, her involvement with this group allows her to preserve traditional values 
and reconstruct her own identity as she becomes more independent and wants to 
take control of her own life. 

Awakening to a New Approach: The Protagonists’ Transformation 

Migration’s transformative force causes considerable changes in both protagonists. 
Their future is determined by the expanded options and broader perspectives that 
result from being exposed to Western ideals and values of individual freedom. 

Ewa wants to start over in Britain after growing up in communist Poland, where 
social inequality and political oppression were common. She would like to achieve 
professional success there and live in a society that she perceives as the “paradise 
with equal opportunities” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 19). Ewa sees Britain as the country 
that values equality for all people, regardless of gender, age, or ethnic background. 
However, she faces a contrast between her expectations and the actual experience of 
emigrant life in London. She is exploited by her employer, like a lot of other women 
who work in the hotel industry. Her frustration grows when she is forced to do more 
unpaid work and is still unable to make a formal complaint because she is an undoc-
umented worker. She observes that “most of the human rights of the 20th century” 
are often violated by her Moroccan employer (Parys-White, 2008, p. 30). Despite her 
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first image of Britain as a land of prosperity and fairness, she is subjected to systemic 
discrimination and exploitation of workers. These hardships, however, do not weaken  
her; on the contrary, she feels strong enough to resist the oppressions she and her col
leagues face. In a brave act of defiance, Ewa rebels against her boss, calling it “personal 
revolution and independence announcement” (Parys-White, 2008, p. 26). She starts 
her fight against gender-based limitations by encouraging her colleagues to oppose 
discrimination in the workplace. She is no longer quiet and insecure but becomes a 
strong and independent woman who can stand up for other people. 

-

The sour apples that Ewa eats symbolizes her strength and ability to overcome 
problems. They represent something unpleasant or difficult to accept, but, in the con
text of migrant life, they may signify some assimilation problems and disappointments  
that Ewa encounters. Her willingness to eat the sour apples, despite not liking them, 
reflects her transformation into a resilient woman, who is able to deal with the harsh 
realities of migrant life and will not be defeated by any hardships. 

-

Ewa enrolls in an English course at London College, realizing that proficiency in 
the language will “boost her career prospects and ensure a better future,” since pro
fessional progress requires higher qualifications and linguistic competence (Parys
White, 2008, pp. 52–53). This decision marks a great leap in social movement and 
self-sufficiency. Once limited by language barriers, she has now improved her ability 
to communicate effectively with local people. What is more, her English proficiency 
helps her to find a more fulfilling and better-paid job. Her decision to join the English 
course has an enormous impact on her entire life because she falls in love with the 
owner of the language school and marries him. 

-
-

Nazneen’s experience of migration and her interactions with other Bengali women,  
some of whom have already accepted elements of Western culture, have a consider
able impact on her way to self-awareness and strength. Unlike Ewa, Nazneen comes to  
London with traditional expectations, having imbibed the belief that a woman’s place 
is in the home. However, her attitude later changes as she sees other Bengali women 
who have achieved social integration and economic independence. Her awakening 
starts when she questions her previous acceptance of fate. She does not resign herself 
to her destiny when her little son becomes seriously ill and acts decisively by taking 
him to a doctor. His eventual death is a turning point, which propels her to take con
trol of her own life. Her being able to communicate effectively with an Englishman is 
a seemingly insignificant but symbolic event: “It was very little. But it was something” 
(Ali, 2003, p. 39). This incident demonstrates her increased self-confidence and sets 
her on the path to independence. 

-

-

Learning a language plays an important part in Nazneen’s personal growth. As she 
improves her English fluency, her sense of agency increases, and she is able to interact 
more actively with her environment. She starts her own tailoring business and sup
ports the family although her husband opposes it, driven by his patriarchal fears that 

-
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a working wife will threaten his dominance. This action marks her transition from 
financial reliance to self-sufficiency and challenges the traditional gender roles that 
were imposed on her in Bangladesh. She eventually becomes a breadwinner, even 
financially helping her husband when he gets a low-paying job driving a taxi. 

Additionally, Nazneen’s involvement with the Bengal Tigers, a local activist group, 
makes her develop intellectually and psychologically. She listens to talks on social 
justice, racial prejudice, and political issues that concern Muslims globally. Her discus
sions with Karim, who is an influential member of the group, acquaint her with world
crises, for example those happening in Bosnia, and help her understand how religion 
and politics interact: “She learned of her Muslim brothers and sisters. She learned 
how many they were, how dispersed, and how tormented. She discovered Bosnia” 
(Ali, 2003, p. 175). She also realizes that racial discrimination is a prevalent feature of 
London life rather than a far-off issue. 

-
 

In one of the group’s sessions, Nazneen takes part in a vote, which plays a significant  
role in her transformation. For the first time ever, she comes to understand the power 
of her own decisions in forming her own destiny: “By raising her hand, or by not rais
ing it, she could change the outcome of events, of affairs of the world from which she 
had known nothing” (Ali, 2003, p. 175). Given her cultural background, which does 
not usually permit women to participate in decision making, this awareness is espe
cially ironic. Through these events, Nazneen gradually redefines herself by accepting 
her new independence and leaving behind the limitations of her old life. 

-

-

The love affair between Nazneen and Karim is another major turning point in 
pursuing independence and the redefinition of traditional gender roles. She is first 
impressed by his anti-racist views and the depth of his knowledge that he shares with 
her. Karim also occasionally asks for her opinion, which her husband has never done. 
It makes Nazneen feel appreciated and acknowledged. Despite having a great library, 
Chanu has never provided her with a book or expressed any interest in her intellectual  
growth: “Chanu had never given her anything to read” (Ali, 2003, p. 176). Moreover, 
he also reinforces Nazneen’s subordination in the home by viewing her as only a “good  
worker” and confining her to domestic labor (Ali, 2003, p. 9). 

Nazneen’s romance with Karim serves as a spur for her personal development and 
boosts her self-esteem. She gains confidence in asserting her independence and drop
ping the old identity as a submissive wife. Al Mamun (2014) notes, “Nazneen views 
herself, not as mother and wife, but as a woman” (p. 516). She is able to question the 
conventional beliefs that her parents instilled in her because of her new sense of self. 
She was expected to be a dutiful wife and obedient daughter for the rest of her life, 
but her affair with Karim shows that she is a mature, independent woman who no 
longer blindly accepts her husband’s rule. She finds strength to scold him when the 
situation calls for it and rejects Karim’s romantic advances as well as Chanu’s offer 

-
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to go back to Bangladesh. Nazneen knows that she would like to keep her tailoring 
business growing and bring up her daughters on her own, free of the influence of men.  
Her transformation is demonstrated by her rejection of Chanu’s patriarchal attitudes, 
which are indicated by his insistence that she comply with his rulings with the words 
“if you say so, husband” (Ali, 2003, p. 68). From a submissive personality, she trans
forms into a dominant, strong, and independent woman who adopts her own status 
in the host society. 

-

Conclusions 

Migration has a psychological and cultural impact on the lives of both characters. Ewa  
and Nazneen move from the settings that once provided them with a sense of security  
to the new world that is considerably different. Through migration, both protagonists 
are thrown into the unfamiliar society, where they encounter cultural values and prin
ciples that often clash with the norms inculcated in them by their parents. For Naz
neen, who comes from a strictly patriarchal Bangladesh, this change is a cultural shock  
because Western values are rather dissimilar from the traditional society from which 
she is coming. Paradoxically, the host country, where she felt alienated and insecure in  
the beginning, becomes a space of liberation in terms of autonomy and the possibility  
of her personal growth. In contrast, Ewa, who comes from post-communist Poland, 
arrives in Britain with expectations of Western equality and professional opportunity, 
only to experience gender-based discrimination, especially in the labor market. For 
her, London proves to be more patriarchal than her home country. This contrast sug
gests that the idea of the “liberating” West is not universal. The experiences of female 
migrants are shaped not only by their host countries but also by the social frameworks  
of the countries they come from. 

-
-

-

Migration increases both characters’ self-confidence and enables them to make 
important decisions about their lives and families. Both Ewa and Nazneen redefine 
traditional gender roles and undergo significant self-transformation, evolving from 
individuals who were constrained by tradition into successful women who no longer 
feel insecure in Britain. While Nazneen finds the strength to develop her tailoring 
business and raise her two daughters on her own, Ewa marries an Englishman and 
starts a comfortable life in London. Displacement thus triggers their economic inde
pendence and personal development, greatly increasing their self-esteem. According 
to Slany (2008), “[m]igrations can radically change traditionally understood woman
hood and traditional gender roles, rip an inflexible cultural corset, which previously
connected them to their former home and country… [They] shatter temporarily or 
permanently usually accepted women’s social structures and reconstruct them” (p. 9).   
Moreover, migration gives new prospects and leads to personal transformations, 

-

-
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allowing both characters to take control of their lives. No longer submissive or bound 
by male rule, they move forward in the world, gaining higher qualifications and over
coming language barriers, both becoming fluent speakers of English. 

-

Despite employing two different types of narration, both novels remain close to the  
realistic fiction and use simple and straightforward language with few poetic devices. 
Parys-White uses very little figurative language to represent Ewa’s transformation into  
an independent woman who feels strong enough to overcome obstacles and support 
other women. One exception is a scene in which Ewa eats sour apples, which serve as 
a metaphor for the difficult migration experience she faces and later transforms into 
opportunities for professional growth and a successful life in London. In Brick Lane, 
Nazneen’s awakening is symbolically represented by her attempt at ice-skating, instead  
of passively watching it on TV. She is able to “race on, on two legs” and maintain her 
composure on the ice (Ali, 2003, p. 369). Ice-skating is a metaphor for her newfound 
independence, which she attains by taking control of her life and making her way in 
cosmopolitan London. 
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  All quotations from Byron’s letters and journals follow Leslie A. Marchand’s Byron’s Letters 
and Journals, 13 vols. ( John Murray, 1973–94). Hereafter BLJ. 
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Kościuszko’s Name in Byron’s Poetry 

Echoes of the News from Poland in Don Juan and  
The Age of Bronze 

Abstract 

In Canto X of Don Juan, Juan travels through Poland, where, despite the country  
bearing “yokes of iron”(X 58.457), one might still find comfort in “Kosciusko’s name,  
[which] / Might scatter fire through ice, like Hecla’s flame” (X 59. 471–472). Thomas  
McLean suggests that these lines refer to the Constitutional Reform of May 3, 1791, as,  
according to Jerome McGann’s notes to Don Juan, Juan crosses Poland in the year when  
the Diet approved the constitution. Kościuszko was the supporter of the reform and  
the leader of the doomed attempt to preserve Polish independence. In such a reading  
the eruption of the volcano might be seen as a reference to the Kościuszko’s Uprising  
of 1794. Yet the lines on the power of Kościuszko’s name have a much more positive res
onance than allusions to the ill-fated struggle for freedom. They follow the narrator’s  
reflections on Napoleon’s disastrous Russian campaign, placing Kościuszko as a pos
itive counterpart to the “god of clay.” Thus, they may suggest that Kościuszko’s ideals  
were alive in Poland at the time of writing Canto X in 1822. In this paper, I would like to  
argue that the references to Kościuszko and to Poland both in Don Juan and The Age of  
Bronze may, at least partly, reflect Byron’s reading of Galignani’s Messenger. The exam
ination of news items from Poland in 1820–22 reveals a close correspondence between  
Byron’s verses and the paper’s entries on Poland, which reported on the enthusiasm of  
the Poles for the construction of the monument to Kościuszko in Kraków. 

-

-

-

Keywords: Byron, Kościuszko, Napoleon, Poland, Don Juan, The Age of Bronze 

While writing to Augusta from Cephalonia on October 12, 1823, Byron refers to 
Alexander Mavrocordatos, one of the leaders of the Greek War of Independence, as 
“the only Washington  or Kosciusko kind of man amongst them” (BLJ1  11, p. 44), and 

1.
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the same comparison recurs in the letter to Thomas Moore on December 27, 1823 
(BLJ  11, p. 84). For Byron, George Washington, and Tadeusz Kościuszko (1746–1817) 
belonged to a select group of great freedom fighters, whose names reverberated with 
symbolic value.2 Unlike the names of thousands of valiant men dead on battlefields, 
which ended up in the “Gazette” (DJ3 VIII. 18. 138), the names of Washington and 
Kościuszko possessed agency and had the power to inspire the living. In Don Juan  
Washington is listed along with Leonidas as one of those whose “names will be / A 
watchword till the future shall be free” (DJ VIII. 5), and Kościuszko’s name might 
“warm” travelers on their way across Poland (DJ X. 59. 469-472). Significantly, Byron 
thought of them when considering the practicalities of the fight for Greek indepen
dence. An earlier mention of Kościuszko in Byron’s personal writings appears in the 
Ravenna Journal entry for January 30, 1821, where he alludes to the Carbonari’s prepa-
rations for a revolution, in which he was deeply involved. He records a conversation 
with the Gambas about Kościuszko, when Count Ruggero de Gamba (the father of 
Teresa Guiccioli, Byron’s Italian lover) told him that “he [had] seen the Polish offi
cers in the Italian war burst into tears on hearing [Kościuszko’s] name” (BLJ 8, p. 
40). These officers must have served in the Legions, Polish military units formed 
in 1797–99 with the hope of restoring Polish sovereignty through the alliance with 
revolutionary France. Some of them might have fought in the 1794 Polish Uprising 
led by Kościuszko. Kościuszko was implicitly the highly desirable type of leader for 
any national revolution. 

-

-

Nowadays Washington is easily recognizable as the first president of the United 
States, but beyond his native Poland, Kościuszko is known mostly to students of the 
long 18th century. At the time, he was celebrated as a champion of liberty both in 
America and in Europe. 

A son of a landowner in the eastern part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
Kościuszko was educated at a newly established military academy in Warsaw.4 In years 
1769–1774, he studied military engineering in Paris, where he became imbued with 
revolutionary ideas. He made his name, contributing to American victories as a mili-
tary engineer and strategist during the Revolutionary War. As Michał Burczak (2014) 
points out, his supporters in Poland referred to him as “Washington’s disciple,” which 

2. Roderick Beaton (2013) intimates in this comparison a suggestion that like Washington and 
Kościuszko, Mavrocordatos has the potential for becoming a leader of a modern nation. Mav
rocordatos at this stage appears to Byron as a man “not only of talents but integrity”(p. 203). 

-

3.  All quotations from Byron’s Don Juan are from J. Stabler & G. Hopps, Eds., (2024), The  
Poems of Lord Byron—Don Juan: Volumes IV & V  (Longman Annotated English Poets). Rout
ledge unless otherwise indicated. Hereafter DJ. The references are to cantos, stanzas, and lines; 
thus DJ  VIII. 18. 138 refers to canto 8, stanza 18, line 138. 

-

4. For an English-language biography of Kościuszko, see Storożyński (2010). 
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implied that “the Polish leader’s republican values had been reinforced, if not molded,  
by George Washington and the American Revolution” (p. 28). That moniker must 
have been popular at the time: in an 1822 article in the Edinburgh Review he is referred 
to as “the scholar of Washington” (Edinburgh Review, 1822, p. 515). 

On his return to Poland, which at the time was being partitioned amongst Russia, 
Prussia, and Austria, he became the commander-in-chief of the 1794 military attempt 
at preserving Polish national sovereignty. After some initial successes, the Polish 
forces were defeated, and Kościuszko was rumored to have been killed in the battle 
of Maciejowice. In fact, he was wounded and taken prisoner. The remnants of the 
insurgent forces gathered in Warsaw; General Suvorov’s siege of Warsaw’s suburb of 
Praga ended in the indiscriminate massacre of the city’s population. The failure of the 
so-called Kościuszko Uprising marked the end of the Polish-Lithuanian Common
wealth in 1795. In Thomas Campbell’s Pleasures of Hope, “Hope, for a season, bade the 
world farewell, / And Freedom shriek’d as KOSCIUSKO fell” (Campbell, 1800, p. 30).  
Yet Kościuszko did not die on the battlefield nor in prison as it was believed (McLean,  
2012, p. 47), but was held prisoner in Saint Petersburg. After Catherine II’s death in 
1796, he was released by her successor, Tsar Paul I, and left for America, visiting Swe
den and Britain on his way. He was greeted enthusiastically as a tragic champion of 
freedom in England (McLean, 2012, pp. 50–52). He spent two years in the States, try
ing to sort out his financial affairs, but in 1798 he returned to Europe, hoping that Pol
ish independence might be regained with the support of revolutionary France, which 
at the time was at war with Austria and Prussia. He took part in the organizations of 
the Polish Legions, but he refused to become their military commander, insisting that  
he could only lead Polish military forces fighting on the geographical territory of the 
Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth. 

-

-

-
-

For Byron, like for many of his contemporaries, Kościuszko was one of the heroes of  
the age, not surprisingly so, as his name had widely appeared in English publications of  
the period. Thomas McLean (2012) in his book The Other East and Nineteenth- Century  
Literature has thoroughly examined the representation of Kościuszko and the fate of  
Poland in the works of the British writers and the British press at the time. He has  
shown that while in the late 1790s Kościuszko was depicted in Britain as a “defeated  
hero” (McLean, 2012, p. 57), two decades later he appeared as “a model of individual  
liberalism” owing to Leigh Hunt’s publications in The Examiner, which had formed  
the perception of Kościuszko for its readers including Byron (McLean, 2012, p. 89).5 

In this paper I would like to focus further on Byron’s references to Kościuszko 
and Poland, suggesting that Byron uses Kościuszko as a foil to Napoleon and that 

5.  MacLean (2012) also offers a reading of Mazeppa, in which he presents the poem as Byron’s 
commentary on the fate of Poland, and sees in Mazeppa a Kościuszko figure (pp. 106–112). 
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his fascination with the sound of the Polish leader’s name, very strongly echoing that 
of his contemporaries, was shaped not only by The Examiner but also by Galignani’s  
Messenger, which might have directed the poet’s attention to the events in Poland in 
the early 1820s. 

In Byron’s poetry, Kościuszko’s name appears in Canto X of Don  Juan and in The Age  
of Bronze, written in the autumn of 1822. On both occasions, he is mentioned in the  
context of Napoleon’s expedition to Moscow, and both present Kościuszko in contrast  
to periphrastic references to Bonaparte, whose name is not directly mentioned. The  
Don Juan  stanzas offer a compressed image of political and military conflicts in the  
Polish lands from the 1730s to the early 1820s. This geographical area is associated with  
enslavement and desolation and makes Byron reflect on the nature of fame and infamy. 

Juan travels with little Leila: 

…through Poland and through Warsaw, 
Famous for mines of salt and yokes of iron; 
Through Courland also, which that famous farce saw 
That gave her dukes the graceless name of ‘Biron’; 
’Tis the same landscape which the modern Mars saw 
Who marched to Moscow, led by Fame, the siren! 
To lose by one month’s frost some twenty years 
Of conquest—and his Guard of Grenadiers. 

Let not this seem an anti-climax; ‘Oh! 
My Guard! my Old Guard! exclaimed that god of clay; 
Think of the Thunderer’s falling down below 
Carotid-artery-cutting Castlereagh! 
Alas! that glory should be chilled by snow!
 But should we wish to warm us on our way 
Through Poland, there is Kosciusko’s name 
Might scatter fire through ice, like Hecla’s flame. (DJ  X. 58–59. 457–472) 

Jerome McGann places Byron’s reference to Kościuszko within the chronological 
frame of the poem’s narrative. As Juan travels across Poland in 1791, Byron refers to 
the process of annexation of Polish territories by Russia and the Polish uprising led by  
Kościuszko in 1794 (Byron, 1992, p. 745). McLean (2012, p.106) elucidates the 1791 date  
even further, pointing out that 1791 was the year of the proclamation of the progressive  
Constitution of May 3 in Poland, which gave pretext for the Russian military interven-
tion in the following year. While I find McGann’s and McLean’s readings persuasive, I 
think that Byron’s allusion to Kościuszko is rooted in the present of 1822 when Byron 
wrote Canto X, the two stanzas offering a condensed history of the region from that 
perspective. Significantly, unlike the other names referred to in the passage in the past 
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tense, “Kosciusko’s name” resonates with the present through the use of the present 
tense. This use of tenses also stresses a contrast between the Birons of Courland, 
Napoleon, and Castlereagh, on the one hand, and Kościuszko, on the other. 

Byron’s association of Poland with salt mines is familiar from Mazeppa, where, in a 
note to line 157, he accounts for his comparison of the Count’s wealth to a salt mine by 
explaining that Poland’s wealth “consists greatly in the salt mines.” But in Don Juan salt  
mines placed together with yokes of iron point not only to the natural resources of the  
country but also to its enslavement. The geographical location makes the poet think 
of the region’s recent history—in particular, the story of the false Birons of Courland 
and Napoleon’s Russian campaign of 1812. The two stanzas are partially structured 
around the opposition of two names—“the graceless name of ‘Biron’” and “Koscius-
ko’s name.” 

The Birons of Courland were of interest to Byron because of what he regarded 
as usurpation of his family name, which he makes apparent in his note to the poem: 

In the Empress Anne’s time, Biren her favourite assumed the name and arms of the 
‘Birons’ of France, which families are yet extant with that of England. There are still  
the daughters of Courland of that name; one of them I remember seeing in England  
in the blessed year of the Allies—(the Duchess of S.)—to whom the English Duch
ess of S––––––t presented me as a namesake. (Stabler & Hopps, 2024, p. 794) 

-

In his letter to his half-sister, Augusta Leigh ( June 18, 1814), he reports that the Duch
ess of Somerset “insisted on presenting me to a Princess Biron  Duchess of Hohen— 
God knows—what—and another person to her two sisters—Birons too—but I flew 
off—& would  not—saying I had enough of introductions for that night at least’ (BLJ 
4, p.128). 

-

Byron would have known the story of the Courland Birons from Henry Tooke’s  
Life of Catharine II, which he enumerates in his “List of Historical Writers Whose  
Works I Have Perused in Various Languages” (Moore, 1831, p. 34). Ernst Johann  
Bühren (1690–1772) or Biron (sometimes also spelled Biren) was the favorite of Tsar
itsa Anna Ivanovna, the empress of Russia from 1730 to 1740; his notoriety led to the  
period of Anna’s rule being referred to as the Bironovhchina, “the era of Biron” (Bitter,  
2014, p.104). According to Tooke (1800), he was “born in Courland” in “a family  of  
mean extraction” (vol. 1, p. 160 note). Tooke presents him as a social climber, who  
won the favor of Anna Ivanovna and became her secretary when, as the widow of  
Frederic William, duke of Courland, she resided in Mittau (nowadays Jelgava). In  
Tooke’s account: 

-

On her being declared sovereign of Russia, Anne called Biren to Petersburg, and 
the secretary soon became duke of Courland, and first minister or rather despot of 
Russia. All now felt the dreadful effects of his extreme arrogance, his base intrigues,  
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and his horrid barbarity. The cruelties he exercised on the most illustrious persons 
of the country almost exceed belief: and Manstein conjectures, that during the ten 
years in which Biren's power continued, above twenty thousand persons were sent 
to Siberia, of whom scarcely five thousand were ever heard of more” (Tooke, 1800, 
vol. 1, pp. 160–161 note). 

Biron’s abuse of power allegedly took place in Russia as he did not reside in Cour
land (nowadays Latvia), which was a vassal state of the Polish Lithuanian Com
monwealth at the time. Anna had used her influence to have Biron elected duke of 
Courland to strengthen Russian influence in the region. Michael Bitter (2014) has 
argued that Biron’s infamous reputation may have been caused by the fact that he was 
a Baltic German and hence resented as a foreigner by the Russians (p. 104). Byron, 
however, must have been struck by the image of his namesake as a base, tyrannical 
social upstart, thus he writes of “the farce” of Bühren adopting the ancient, noble 
name of “Biron.” Stabler and Hopps (2024, p. 776) suggest that Byron may have been 
familiar with the story of Biron published in  The Annual Register for 1770 (1771), which  
describes the duke of Courland’s abuses of his political opponents by having them 
sent on rides in closed wooden wagons to the remote parts of Russia. When one of 
them complained about his treatment on his return, the duke “did not fail of acting 
the farce of representing his grievance to the court of Russia” (as cited in Stabler & 
Hopps, 2024, p. 776). But for the reader of Tooke’s Life of Catharine II “the farce” may 
have evoked wider associations; after all, Byron mentions not only Ernst Johann Biron  
but the dukes of Courland in the plural. 

-
-

According to Tooke, on Anna Ivanovna’s death, Biron became regent, but after 
twenty days he was arrested and banished to Siberia for twenty years (Tooke, 1800, 
vol. 3, p. 384). Catherine II released him from exile, after which he took residence in 
Courland, but he only ruled for a short time, resigning “the reign of government to his  
son Peter, already elected by the influence of Russia” (Tooke, 1800, vol. 3, pp. 384–85). 
Peter was “avaricious, litigious and greatly disliked;” he got into the conflict with his 
nobles by raising the prices of land lease and introducing “agronomical alterations.” 
According to Tooke (1800), he “seemed by his imprudent conduct to urge his subjects  
to invite the russian [sic] yoke.” (vol. 3, pp. 370–371). Eventually, the dissatisfaction 
with his rule and the clever maneuverings of Catherine II led to the Courish nobles 
formally asking for the withdrawal of Courland from Polish protection and placing it 
under the direct rule of Russia, which took place on March 18, 1795 (Tooke, 1800, vol. 
3, p. 373). At this point, Tooke fails to mention the fact that at the time after the failure 
of the Kościuszko Uprising in 1794 Poland was being wiped off the map of Europe. 
Thus, if Byron read the story of Duke Peter Biron in the third volume of Tooke, he 
would associate the Birons of Courland with the complete subjection of that region 
of Europe to the Russian Empire. 
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Piqued at the existence of such unworthy namesakes, Byron gives the passage an 
ironic undertone through the seemingly awkward repetition of the words “which” 
and “famous” and the use of feminine rhymes iron/“Biron”/siren. “Famous” is used 
here in the double sense of “Celebrated in fame or public report” (OED 1a) and the 
obsolete sense of “notorious” (OED+3). “[T]he famous farce” ( l. 459) is the farce 
of the appropriation of the ancient name and arms, the farce of the Tsaritsa and her 
lover, and the farce of the Russian Empire’s expansionism. It also brings to mind the 
scandal surrounding Byron’s separation from his wife. By referring to the name of 
“Biron” as “graceless” (l. 460) in the sense of “not in a state of grace, unregenerate; 
hence depraved, wicked, godly, impious” (OED  1a), he is alluding to his own scandal
ous reputation and possibly to that of his great-uncle “the Wicked Lord” though it is 
the Birons of Courtland who were truly “graceless.” The parallel syntactic structure in 
lines 459 and 461 with the deliberate verbal repetition (“which that famous farce saw” 
/ “which modern Mars saw”) establishes an analogy between the fortunes of both 
the Courtland and the British “Birons” and the fate of Napoleon, compressed in the 
images from his Russian campaign and his final defeat at Waterloo. 

-

The repetition of “My Guard! My Old Guard” brings forth the possible Polish 
associations to the reader. According to Byron’s editors, this exclamation comes from 
the often quoted account of Napoleon’s deliberations on whether or not to surrender 
after the Battle of Waterloo, when on the suggestion of Hugues Maret, his chief of staff,  
that their remaining troops should defend them, he complained, “Ah! my Old Guard! 
Will they defend themselves like thee?” (Booth, 1817, p. 158).6 Napoleon’s famous “Old  
Guard,” apart from the ill-fated grenadiers (line 464), who synecdochically stand for 
the losses of the Grande Armée on its retreat from Moscow, included a well-known 
regiment of Polish Lancers, the Chevau Legers Polonais de la Garde Imperiale, who 
distinguished themselves during the Russian campaign and were known for their 
devotion to the emperor. An anecdote about a Polish officer, Colonel Pistowski who 
offered to accompany Napoleon to St. Helena (Booth, 1817, p. 168), had served Byron 
as a basis for a poem “From the French” (1816), which is the first-person declaration 
of blind love to the emperor. 

In the Polish stanzas of Don Juan, Napoleon is ironically referred to as a godlike 
figure—“modern Mars” and Jove. Seduced by fame, he becomes exposed as a “god 
of clay,” certainly a false god followed by the Poles. This echoes the criticism of the 

6. Stabler & Hopps (2024, p. 777) are the first editors of Don Juan who track down Napoleon’s 
exclamation to Booth, 1816. In the earlier editions of  Don Juan, the apostrophe to the Old Guard  
was explained on the basis of Walter Scott’s Life of Napoleon (1827), which Byron could not have  
known. The quotations in this paper follow Booth, 1817. 
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war in Canto VIII: “Call them Mars / Bellona, what you will—they mean but wars” 
(VIII. 1.7-8). 

Nonetheless, Byron marks his well-known ambivalence toward Napoleon, lament
ing the emperor’s defeat by the Holy Alliance, condensed in the figure of Castlere
agh. Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh (1769–1822) was British foreign secretary 
and leader of the house in 1812–1822, playing a major part in organizing the coalition 
against Napoleon on the Continent, and thwarting political radicalism in Britain. 
Owing to a mental breakdown, possibly caused by sexual blackmail, he committed 
suicide by cutting his throat with a penknife on May 13, 1822. By the use of the mock 
Homeric epithet “Carotid-artery-cutting Castlereagh” (line 468), Byron questions his  
political success, especially as the ironic comment, “Alas! that glory should be chilled 
by snow!” (line 469), though directly referring to Napoleon’s disastrous retreat from 
Moscow, syntactically refers both to Napoleon and Castlereagh. 

-
-

The figure that appears in opposition to Napoleon, Biron, and Castlereagh is 
Kościuszko. The contrast between Castlereagh and Kościuszko is marked by the allit
eration of the initial consonants of their names. For anybody knowledgeable about 
their political views, as Byron was, it is above all the opposition between the politician  
blamed for the Peterloo Massacre (1819) and the introduction of oppressive measures 
against the radicals in England, and the fierce champion of freedom and egalitari-
anism. While Napoleon and Castlereagh were defeated by “one month’s frost” (line 
463), Kościuszko’s name still has a living potential: it “might scatter fire through ice, 
like Hecla’s flame” (line 472). 

-

As McLean (2012) has noticed, Byron follows Leigh Hunt’s article in The Exam
iner and John Keats’s sonnet “To Kosciusko” in its emphasis on the resonance of the 
strangely sounding foreign name (p. 105). The emphasis on the semiotic power of the 
name also brings to mind Byron’s preoccupation with words as things:7 

-

But words are things, and a small drop of ink 
Falling like dew upon a thought produces 
That which makes thousands—perhaps millions think; 
’Tis strange, the shortest letter which man uses 
Instead of speech may form a lasting link 
Of ages; to what straits old Time reduces 
Frail man, when paper—even a rag like this— 
Survives himself, his tomb, and all that’s his. 
(DJ  III. 88. 793–800) 

7.  CHP III 114, 4, Don  Juan  III 89 1, or PoD  II 2., MF. On Byron’s use of the phrase, see, for 
instance Gross (2001, pp. 123–124). 
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Byron takes for granted the contemporary resonance of the strange-sounding Pol
ish name of Kościuszko with its repeated velar plosives and sibilant fricatives. Placing 
it against Biron/Byron, Castlereagh, and the unnamed but well-recognizable “god of 
clay,” he assumes his audience’s knowledge of the symbolic value of that name as that 
of a freedom fighter uncorrupted by fame and ambition. 

-

McLean (2012) himself points to the symbolic status of Kościuszko in post
Waterloo Britain, which was exploited by Leigh Hunt and other writers to “advance 
their political agendas” (p. 89). When Kościuszko died in 1817, Leigh Hunt described 
him as 

-

the most unequivocally noble being that adored the age. He was also no dupe, 
either to the illegitimate or the legitimate. The Allied monarchs and their tools, 
none of whom, not even BONAPARTE, could make a tool of him, were a mere set 
of cheating boys in comparison, who made promises which he knew to despise, and  
who unfortunately succeeded but too well in regaining powers to which they had 
no right. (The Examiner, 1817, p. 711) 

As McLean has shown, in 1814 Leigh Hunt briefly linked his hopes for the resto
ration of independent Poland after the exile of Napoleon to Elba with Kościuszko: 

-

the glorious patriot, KOSCIUSKO, has appeared on the scene again, and is men
tioned in the Paris Papers as about to return to his native country with the Polish 
troops. . . We thought that he had been living in America, covered with wounds 
that disabled him from action. . . . The very mention of the name of KOSCIUSKO, 
after having been compelled to ring the changes so often upon the BONAPARTES 
and the FERDINANDS,—the mighty tyrants and the mean,—is like a new music, 
coming to us in a summer wind. (The Examiner, July 3, 1814, pp. 428–429, cited after  
McLean, 2012, p. 95) 

-

Kościuszko, as a staunch republican, mistrusted Napoleon after Bonaparte had 
first declared himself consul, and then emperor, and he was also mindful of the fate 
of Polish troops sent to quell Toussaint l’Ouverture’s uprising in Santo Domingo.8  
When asked by Napoleon for aid in the formation of Polish armed forces in 1806, he 
demanded Bonaparte’s guarantee for the reconstruction of an independent Polish 
state with a British-like constitution, freedom for serfs and the territory of 1772, which  
Napoleon would not commit to, though a false address to the Poles in Kościuszko’s 
name was issued by Joseph Fouché, Napoleon’s Minister of the Police (Storozynski, 
2010, p. 260). Likewise, when in 1814 Tsar Alexander I invited him to return to Poland 

8.  For the story of the Polish armed forces under Napoleon, see Chwalba, (2000, pp. 224–228);  
Davies (2005, pp. 216–224). 
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and help in the formation of the Kingdom of Poland, he refused to collaborate
the tsar, whose intentions he distrusted. 

 with 

Byron’s use of Kościuszko’s name falls within the contemporary fascination with 
the figure of the Polish patriot, which may be linked to the news in Galignani’s Mes
senger in the years 1820–22. As Jane Stabler (2002, p. 138) has shown, Messenger was for 
Byron one of the major sources of information on current affairs, from which he drew 
in Don Juan. On April 7, 1820, the Messenger informed of Kościuszko’s bequeathing “a 
fund exceeding twenty thousand dollars […] to be laid out on the purchase of young 
female slaves who are to be educated and emancipated” (no. 1604, April 7, 1820), a 
clear proof of Kościuszko’s virtue and magnanimity. 

-

Byron must have noticed two entries related to Poland and Kościuszko in Galig
nani’s Messenger for Saturday, September 30, 1820 (no. 1752, p. 4), especially as they 
appeared on the same page as the editors’ disclaimer about Byron’s arrival in Lon-
don for the trial of Queen Catherine. The first of these items was an account of the 
speech given by Tsar Alexander I at the opening of the Diet (Sejm) of the Kingdom 
of Poland on September 13; the second—the proclamation of the Senate of the Free 
City of Cracow announcing the construction of the monument to honor the memory  
of Kościuszko. 

-

At the Congress of Vienna, the partitions of the Polish Lithuanian Commonwealth  
among Russia, Austria, and Prussia, which had taken place at the end of the 18th cen
tury, were essentially confirmed. Nonetheless, Poles were given vestiges of national  
independence in the form of the so-called Congress Kingdom of Poland under the  
Russian protectorate. Polish soldiers who had served in Napoleon’s army were granted  
amnesty and Kościuszko was invited to return. Tsar Alexander agreed to a liberal con
stitution, which gave the Polish Diet considerable power of self-government, and  
placed the Russian tsar in the position of the King of Poland. Alexander’s 1820 Warsaw  
speech is pervaded with rhetoric binding liberty to “good order.” In view of revolutions  
spreading in Europe at the time, he warns that he is determined to “prescribe violent  
remedies which shall stifle in their growth the germs of revolution in the very moment,  
they make their appearance” (p. 4). Historians point to Alexander’s address as one of  
the early signs marking the tightening of Russian control in Warsaw, and so would any  
liberal reader in 1820. In 1822 when Byron wrote Canto X, Alexander’s threats were  
being fulfilled and on February 15, 1822, the Messenger reported on the introduction  
of “new very severe prohibitive measures” against secret societies including the free  
masons in Poland (no 2173). The hypocritical self-representation of Alexander I as a  
champion of liberty is exposed in The Age of Bronze: “How nobly gave he back the  
Poles their Diet, / Then told pugnacious Poland to be quiet!”(lines 446–447).9 

-

-

9.  All quotations from The Age of Bronze follow G.G.N. Byron (1993), The Age of Bronze. In J. 
J. McGann, Ed., Lord Byron: The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 7. 
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In 1820, the news from Warsaw was followed by a note on the suppression of patri
otic debating societies not in Poland but in Spain. But after these reports on autocratic  
threats against freedom, one comes across the announcement of the construction of 
an unusual monument to Kościuszko in Kraków, the former capital of Poland, which 
at the Congress of Vienna had been granted neutral status albeit under the control 
of Russia, Prussia, and Austria. Although usually not much attention was paid to the 
news from that part of Europe in Galignani’s Messenger, the text of the proclamation 
of the Cracow Senate was printed in full, showing the depth of commitment of the 
Poles to “the last defender of the liberty of his country”: 

-

Full of consideration of the hero who has been consigned to eternity, of the extent 
of the country, and of the importance of the object, the Senate wishes to give to 
its homage an expression, which in approaching to the sublime simplicity of the 
first days of our country, shall proclaim to posterity the duration of our sorrow 
and the height of our respect. Near the spot of our ancient fortress, the traveller is 
struck with the simplicity and sublimity of the colossal hills of Wander [sic] and 
Cracus. Forty generations have descended to the tomb, the magnificent edifices 
and venerable castles of our country have disappeared from the face of the earth; 
the monuments which the feeble hands of art had reared to so many great men have  
fallen to ruin; whilst the noble hills, raised by the exertions of our forefathers, brave,  
and will brave the mightiest efforts of time. Thus, then, it is that he who has so glo-
riously closed the high circle of the high deeds of our ancient Poland, should enjoy 
the same honours as the founders of the National Power. […] This monument will  
have no other ornament than the word “KOSCIUSKO.” (September 30, 1820, p. 4) 

What is striking about this passage is the Poles’ desire to honor Kościuszko in an 
extraordinary way—not with a statue, but through the collective construction of a 
hill-like monument. Although the text states that Kościuszko is the hero with whom 
the history of Poland comes to an end, the expected durability of the monument sug
gests continued aspirations for freedom. The name “Kościuszko,” whose significance 
any Pole should be able to recognize, is the sufficient ornament. The Kościuszko 
Mound was constructed in the years 1820–23, with the participation of inhabitants of 
Cracow and contributions from all the Polish lands. 

-

I wonder if Byron may have read the proclamation in Galignani’s Messenger as an 
expression of continuous enthusiasm for freedom, unextinguished by the frost and 
snow that Napoleon with his troops encountered on their retreat from Moscow, which  
for Poles put an end to the hopes for the re-establishment of an independent state. 
The power of Kościuszko’s name is compared to “Hecla’s flame.” The volcanic image, 
often used to refer to revolutionary outbursts, had been used by Byron so often that 
in Canto XIII of Don Juan, he rejects it as “a tired metaphor” (36. 285). But here Byron 
may have been inspired by the conical shape of the Kościuszko Mound, which resem-
bles a volcano. That certainly was the case of the Polish Romantics, who exploited 
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the volcanic imagery in their representation of the Mound (for instance, in Edmund 
Wasilewski’s lines written in the album at Kościuszko’s grave, the mound is shown as 
a mountain with eternal fire burning at the top10), and who in turn may themselves 
been inspired by volcano imagery in Byron’s works.11 

It might seem that in The Age of Bronze, written in December 1822, just a couple of 
months after Canto X, Byron undermines the value of the volcanic power of Kościusz
ko’s name: it is Moscow allegedly set on fire by its inhabitants to prevent it from pro
viding shelter to Napoleon’s army that is apostrophized as “Sublimest of Volcanos!” in  
comparison with which “quenchless Hecla’s tame” (lines 179–180). But in both cases, 
the volcanic images appear in opposition to Napoleon. I think that Byron recognized 
that Kościuszko’s ideals were not only nationalist, but above all liberal. He would also 
have known of Kościuszko’s republican opposition to Napoleon. Instead of compar
ing Kościuszko’s name to a volcanic flame, in The Age of Bronze he refers to it as “that 
sound that crashes in the tyrant’s ear” (line 166). 

-
-

-

Earlier in the poem when Byron writes of Napoleon’s Russian expedition, he 
addresses those who dwell 

Where Kosciusko dwelt, remembering yet 
The unpaid amount of Catherine’s bloody debt! 
Poland! o’er which the avenging angel past, 
But left thee as he found thee, still a waste; 
Forgetting all thy still enduring claim, 
Thy lotted people and extinguished name; 
Thy sigh for freedom, thy long-flowing tear, 
That sound that crashes in the tyrant's ear; 
Kosciusko! on—on—on—the thirst of war 
Gasps for the gore of serfs and of their Czar. (lines 159–168) 

While Napoleon may have appeared as “the avenging angel” for “Catherine’s bloody  
debt”, i.e., the Russian invasion of Poland, and the bloody massacre in Warsaw in 1794,  
he bitterly disappointed the Poles who had linked their hopes for the restitution of 
the Polish state to him. The syntax of the apostrophe to Poland is ambiguous; the 
semi-colon after “extinguished name” makes one wonder if Napoleon forgot Poland’s 
sighs and tears and the sound of Kościuszko’s name, or whether it is the poet that 

10. “Gdy świątyńkę czas zetrze,... gorę tę ocali,/ Ażeby na niej gorzał ogień czysty,/Święty, 
niezmienny wśrod zaburzeń fali” [After time wipes away the shrine…, it will preserve this 
mountain/ So that a pure fire burns on it/ Sacred and unalternable amidst the disturbing waves,  
trans. by the author of the article], Edmund Wasilewski, “Z pamiętnika na mogile Tadeusza 
Kościuszki,” Poezje, Ed. Emil Haecker (1925, p. 105). 
11.  On the use of volcano imagery in Byron’s poetry, see Coghen (2015); Coghen (2020). 
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apostrophizes them. If the former, that places Napoleon in the position of a tyrant, 
which is confirmed by the depiction of his Russian expedition as driven by bloodthirst  
and defeated by the power of ordinary Russian people. 

Whichever way one reads the passage, even though Poland is defeated, Kościusz
ko’s name still resonates as a warning to autocrats and may have served as a warning to 
Napoleon that he was bound to encounter the people’s resistance in Russia. 

-

Kościuszko, who refused to command the Polish armed forces under Napoleon, 
offered an alternative model of an egalitarian leader whose name had acquired a status  
similar to those of Leonidas and Washington: “a watchword, till the future shall be 
free”(DJ VIII 5.40). In his Memoranda for January 28, 1821, the same day that he noted  
the conversation with the Gambas on Kościuszko, Byron wrote, “What is Poetry?— 
The feeling of a Former world and Future.” And then he went on to meditate on Fear 
and Hope: “It is useless to say where the Present is, for most of us know; and as for 
the Past what predominates in memory? Hope baffled. Ergo, in all human affairs, it is 
Hope—Hope—Hope” (BLJ 8, p. 37). 

Despite the baffled hope for Polish independence, Kościuszko’s name appears in 
Byron’s poetry as metonymy not only for the selfless fight for freedom but also for 
hope. With its “sound that crashes in the tyrant’s ear,” it may inspire hope and fear like 
a smoking volcano. 
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“What’s in a Name?” 

Shakespearean References in the Case Law of the European 
Court of Human Rights 

Abstract 

This chapter focuses on the role of a shared cultural heritage in resolving conflicts 
on international level as represented in the discourse of the judgements issued by 
the European Court of Human Rights. The efforts undertaken by European states to 
develop judicial mechanisms that would ensure effective protection of human rights 
are reflected in the European Convention on Human Rights which the Court inter
prets in its case law. It can be expected that such a judicial institution—gathering an 
international community of judges and dealing with cases that range from a variety 
of cultures—would be characterized by discourses which necessarily recall and refer 
to a repertoire of common cultural elements. The authors present in this chapter an 
overview of references to the works of William Shakespeare identified in the case law 
of the European Court of Human Rights, precisely in the separate opinions attached 
by individual judges to the judgements. The authors first situate the discussion in the 
wider context of the field known as law and literature and explain the function and 
specificity of the separate opinions. In the main body of the chapter, the references 
are analyzed against the background of the cases and in relation to the Shakespeare 
plays they come from with the aim of describing their nature and intended function 
and assessing their overall effect. The conclusions drawn from the analysis shed some 
light on the role of the common cultural heritage in the conflict resolution processes 
undertaken internationally. 

-

Keywords: Shakespeare, European Court of Human Rights, law and literature 

Our aim in this chapter1 is to analyze Shakespearean references in the judgements 
issued by the European Court of Human Rights, an international human rights court 

1.  The content of this chapter originates from and is a considerable extension of the research 
presented in M. Kowalski (2024). 
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established to rule on applications alleging violations of the rights and freedoms set 
out in the European Convention on Human Rights. Adopted under the auspices of 
the Council of Europe, the Convention is an international instrument used by the 
European states that seek to find common grounds which would enable them to 
ensure fundamental human rights to individuals and shape mutual relations based on 
confidence and on effective mechanisms of conflict resolution. It can be expected that  
communication in such international judicial institutions as the ECtHR would be, on 
the one hand, characterized by discourses specific to particular member-states, but, 
on the other, that it would reveal a repertoire of common cultural elements, such as 
references to canonical works of world literature. Shakespearean references in the case  
law of the European Court of Human Rights identified in separate opinions attached 
by individual judges to the judgements delivered as a result of the proceedings belong 
to such a repertoire. In the discussion presented in this chapter the authors explain 
the reasons why international judges refer to Shakespeare’s plays in their opinions, 
disclose some regularities that characterize these references, and examine the argu-
mentative effectiveness of the judges’ choices. 

Law and Literature 

The topic of literary references used in legal documents and pronouncements can be 
situated in the interdisciplinary field called law and literature. As explained by Richard  
Posner: 

Law and literature brings together two overlapping bodies of thought, the legal and  
the literary, that have much in common, including an emphasis on rhetoric. Many 
works of literature deal with law . . . . Law itself is formulated and announced in 
writings, such as statutes, the Constitution, and judicial opinions, that sometimes 
exhibit a density, complexity, and open-endedness comparable to what one finds 
in literary works. (2009, p. 1) 

Research in this field is conducted from two complementary perspectives. The first, 
and more obvious one, deals with law in literature i.e., studying the depiction of law, 
lawyers, and legal issues as they are presented in literary texts. The second, law as lit
erature, deals with studying legal texts with methods acquired from literary interpre
tation, analysis, and critique. The studies on law and literature encompass also areas 
such as legal norms regulating writing, freedom of artistic expression and copyright; 
literature as law, that is historical studies of literary text that were sources of law, like 
scriptures; and legal literature in which legal works, mainly belonging to philosophy of  
law, are studied as literary texts. Last, but for the purposes of our discussion definitely 
not least, they include literature in law, that is all kinds of literary references in legal 
texts, including pronouncements of legal institutions, especially courts. 

-
-
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Generally speaking, studies within literature in law focus on the contexts in which 
literature is quoted in legal texts, on the role literary references can play in legal argu
mentation, and, most importantly, on how “certain cultural codes, hidden in literature  
and, broader, in art help to understand and perceive more than what is overtly said”2  
(Kamień, 2024, pp. 110–111). This poses a question about the linguistic and cultural 
nature of such references, especially about the extent to which their terseness, recog-
nizability, and associative potential enhance the force and effectiveness of judicial 
argumentation. It is natural that such references, reflecting the cultural background 
of those who make them, are shaped by a variety of cultural determinants. This diver
sity is especially interesting when we deal with international judicial institutions—“a 
melting pot of different national and legal cultures” (Gadbin-George, 2013, section 2, 
para. 6)—like the European Court of Human Rights which consists of 46 judges from  
all state-parties to the European Convention of Human Rights.3 

-

-

The European Court of Human Rights and Its Case Law 

The European Court of Human Rights (known also, because of its location, as the 
Strasbourg Court) was set up in 1959. It rules on individual or interstate applications 
alleging violations of human rights and freedoms set out in the European Convention 
on Human Rights and its additional protocols. The Convention, which was signed 
in 1950 and entered into force three years later, obliges the state-parties, being the 
member-states of the Council of Europe, to secure fundamental human rights, not 
only to their own nationals but also to everyone within their jurisdiction. The Court’s 
judgments are binding on the states concerned and have led them to alter domestic 
legislation and administrative practice in a wide range of areas. The Court’s case law 
makes the Convention a modern and powerful instrument for meeting new chal
lenges in the area of human rights and consolidating the rule of law and democracy in 
Europe. The Convention guarantees in its Chapter 1 the right to life; the prohibition 
of torture; the prohibition of slavery and forced labor; the right to liberty and security;  
the right to fair trial; the no punishment without law principle; the right to respect 
for private and family life; the freedom of thought, conscience, and religion; the free
dom of expression; the freedom of assembly and association; the right to marry; and 
the right to effective remedy and the prohibition of discrimination. Other rights and 

-

-

2. Translated from Polish by the authors. 
3. The Russian Federation was excluded from the Council of Europe in 2022 as the result 
of its aggression against Ukraine and, consequently, ceased to be a state-party to the ECHR. 
Two other European states that remain, for different reasons, outside this legal framework are 
Belarus and Kosovo. 
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freedoms are introduced by additional protocols to the ECHR to which the state
parties may adhere. 

-

As the ECHR provisions are very laconic, it is the role of the Court to interpret 
them in its case law, that is, in fact, to decide on their meaning and, in this way, on the 
scope of state-parties’ legal obligations under the Convention. That is why it is com
monly referred to, also by the Court itself, as “a living instrument” (see note 14 below).  
The subtle borderline between the interpretation of an international agreement and 
the judicial law making (labeled as judicial activism) lies in the center of the legal 
debates on the role of the ECHR and the Court’s legitimacy. As the Strasbourg Court 
combines the common law and the civil law legal traditions of the state-parties, while 
remaining an international court, it is a court of de facto, yet not de jure, precedent. 

-

Thanks to the official database of the Court (HUDOC, i.e., Human Rights Docu
mentation), which provides full access to its case law 4 from 1959 until 2018, 43 literary 
references were identified in the separate opinions attached to the Court’s judgments. 
It has been calculated that in this period literary references were used by 19% percent 
of the Court’s judges (Maroń, 2019, p. 67ff). The fact that literary references appear 
in separate opinions, rather than in the judgements, ensues from the very nature of 
international judicial institutions and is relevant for our examination of the Shake
spearean references. 

-

-

When the Chamber (consisting of 7 judges) or the Grand Chamber (consisting of  
17 judges) of the Strasbourg Court is not able to reach a unanimous decision, separate  
opinions can be written by one or more judges who do not agree with the majority’s  
final decision (a dissenting opinion), or who voted with the majority but do not share  
the approach taken in the reasoning, and wish to present a different kind of argumen
tation (a concurring opinion). Unlike the majority opinion reflected in the judgement,  
the annexed separate opinions are not legally binding. There are certain controversies  
surrounding separate opinions. On the one hand, when a separate opinion is made pub
lic, the fact that the court was not able to reach a unanimous decision is also revealed.  
Those who oppose the publication of separate opinions argue that it undermines the  
judgment and diminishes its value as a precedent. On the other hand, the proponents  
claim that the plurality of opinions supports the legitimacy of law and enables its devel
opment. As explained by Kovler, “[t]he concept of separate opinion in some interna
tional judicial organs is inspired by the common law system and is an expression of the  
openness of international adjudication, especially in the field of human rights” (2021,  
para.1). What is more, as argued by Ziemele, a former judge at the ECtHR: 

-

-

-
-

Separate opinions as a rule enter into a discussion with the judgment. One can even  
say that the first commentary on a judgment is a separate opinion. Generally, one 
can learn from separate opinions about where the possible future development of 

4. https://hudoc.echr.coe.int [as of February 28, 2025]. 

https://hudoc.echr.coe.int
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the Court’s case law might lie. Especially in matters of human rights law which are 
intrinsically linked with the evolution of society, interaction between majority and 
minority views is of great importance since it is likely to represent a snapshot of the  
state of European debate. (2017, p. 19) 

Last but not least, separate opinions, as a rule, are less formalized than the collectively 
formulated judgement reasonings and, therefore, leave more freedom for individual 
expression, including style and rhetoric. 

Shakespeare and Law 

Among the canonical authors focused on by scholars who study legal issues present 
in works of literature, Shakespeare is one of the most frequently chosen. This can be 
rooted in the fact that: 

William Shakespeare in his function of man of letters has often put the law at the 
centre of his analysis or in the background of his plays. Some law cases are fre
quently emplotted within his dramatic narrations, either secretly lurking in met
aphors or openly present in his so-called trial scenes. He clearly realized that the 
literary and juridical worlds had many elements in common that could foster the 
intertwining of the two fields, also by means of the use of legal terminology. (Carpi 
and Gaakeer, 2015, p. 2) 

-
-

Owen Hood Phillips (1972) calculated that as many as two thirds of Shakespeare’s 
plays include a trial scene, and some of these scenes belong to the most emotion
ally charged moments. Shakespeare’s interest in law is most evident in The Merchant 
of Venice and Measure for Measure, but Desdemona’s defense of Othello in act one, 
scene three, or Hemione’s self-defense in The Winter’s Tale  are also very evident and 
frequently discussed examples, not to mention the legal issues connected with the 
right to rule depicted in the chronicles. It can be said without much overstatement 
that in many of his play-texts “Shakespeare staged legal dilemmas” (Carpi and Gaa
keer, 2015, p. 3). While the ubiquity of legal terms in Shakespeare’s plays and his fas
cination with the possibilities of law as a source of dramatic material have led some 
biographers to imagine Shakespeare had worked as a legal clerk during his lost years, 
the source of the playwright’s long-life interest in legal matters seems to have more 
to do with the widespread interest in law during the Elizabethan and Jacobean peri
ods. “Legal proceedings were popular both as a form of entertainment and as a way 
for the litigious English to assert their rights . . . People found attending the courts 
and watching judicial procedure a dramatic and diverting pastime” (Kornstein, 1994,  
p. 13). Lawyers and legal apprentices of the Inns of Court were an important com
ponent of theater audiences at that time and other playwrights from this period 
composed texts that are even more loaded with legal vocabulary than Shakespeare’s 
(Keeton, 1967, pp. 24–42; Button, 2001, p. 252). It comes as no surprise, therefore, that 

-

-
-

-

-
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Shakespeare and law has grown into a separate filed of Shakespeare studies, as well 
as that of law and literature, as testified by a growing number of books and collected 
volumes (e.g., Keeton, 1967; Phillips, 1972; Meron, 1993; Kornstein, 1994; Ward, 1999; 
Sokol & Sokol, 2004; Zurcher, 2010; Watt, 2016; Raffield, 2017; Curran, 2017), as well 
as journal articles authored by historians, literary and theater scholars, law scholars, 
and practicing lawyers.5 

While most of these publications deal with the presentation of law, lawyers, and 
legal problems in Shakespeare’s epoch and his works, the issue of Shakespearean 
references in legal documents and pronouncements has gained much less scholarly 
attention. And this is so in spite of the fact that Shakespeare seems to have always 
been eagerly quoted by lawyers, especially in the common law countries. According to  
Jenkin Chan (2016), who about a “collective obsession” (n. p.), Shakespeare was first 
quoted by the US Supreme Court in 1893. In American courts alone, Shakespeare’s 
plays have been quoted in more than eight hundred judicial opinions, from common 
divorce proceedings to murder cases. Gadbin-George (2013, para. 3) links the fre-
quency of quoting Shakespeare in international European courts with the already 
emphasized multiculturality of these institutions. 

In her article, which focuses on education of law students and advocates incorpo
ration of literature into legal education, Gadbin-George refers to the case law of two 
European courts, the European Court of Justice (the EU Court of Justice, EUCJ) 
and the European Court of Human Rights. She claims that Shakespearean references 
usually serve one of the following three purposes: they help to clarify the facts of a 
case, they help to clarify the judge’s reasoning, or they are used as literary embellish
ments. Her conclusion is that, with the growing tendency to use literary references in 
European international courts, legal education should put more emphasis on making 
students aware of the role that literature can have in legal argumentation. Some of 
Gadbin-George’s observations will be referred to in the remaining part of the chapter, 
but it must be noted that she analyzes jointly separate opinions of the judges of the 
European Court of Human Rights and opinions of the advocate generals at the EUCJ 
who are not judges and whose opinions do not form part of the judgements.6 The 
author seems to miss the specificity of the latter legal framework which undermines 
some of her claims. 

-

-

Shakespeare in the Strasbourg Court 

Using the HUDOC database we have identified nine references coming from Shake
speare’s plays. Rather unsurprisingly, as many as five of these were taken from Hamlet. 

-

5.  For an annotated selection of books and articles on the topic, see D. Capri & J. Gaakeer 
(2015) and D. Capri (2018). 
6.  The judges of the EUCJ are not allowed to annex separate opinions to the Courts judgements. 
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Three were made by judge Boštjan Zupančič from Slovenia (in 2006, 2012, and 2015), 
and two by judge Iulia Motoc from Romania (in 2016 and 2021). Judge Loukis Lou
caides from Cyprus referred to Othello (in 2007). Judge Ganna Yudkivska from 
Ukraine referred to Shakespeare twice, quoting The  Tempest  and Richard II (both 
judgements were issued in 2015). Romeo and Juliet was once referred to by a British 
judge, Sir Gerald Fitzmaurice (1978), a reference which, although it is the earliest, will 
be dealt with at the end of the analysis as it qualifies as a special case. 

-

Judge Zupančič referred to Hamlet in three cases concerning insanity of the appli
cant. Criminal insanity is understood as a mental illness which makes it impossible for  
a defendant to know they were committing a crime or to understand that their actions  
are wrong. In all three cases, the judge supported his arguments referring to Hamlet 
asking Laertes for forgiveness in act five, scene two. In the earliest case, Achour v. 
France, he quoted the passage from the first quarto (what is known as the bad quarto),  
where it reads: 

-

If Hamlet in his madnesse did amisse, 
That was not Hamlet, but his madnes did it, 
and all the wrong I e’re did to Leartes, 
I here proclaim was madnes.7  

In the other two cases, Ketreb v. France and Khan vs. Germany, the judge quoted the 
text from the Arden Shakespeare 2006 edition of Hamlet, which contains the text of 
the authoritative second quarto with passages that are found in the first folio printed 
in an appendix. The passage quoted in the opinion reads: 

This presence knows, and you must needs have heard, 
How I am punished with a sore distraction. 
What I have done 
That might your nature, honour and exception 
Roughly awake, I here proclaim was madness. 
Was’t Hamlet wronged Laertes? Never Hamlet. 
If Hamlet from himself be ta’en away 
And when he’s not himself does wrong Laertes, 
Then Hamlet does it not; Hamlet denies it. 
Who does it then? His madness. If ’t be so, 
Hamlet is of the faction that is wronged— 
His madness is poor Hamlet’s enemy. (5.2. 206–217)8 

7.  Here quoted after: Hamlet (Quarto 1, 1603). Internet Shakespeare Editions [online]. 
8. Here quoted after A. Thompson & N. Taylor (2016). 
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To shed some light on the judge’s decision to opt for such quotations, it is necessary  
to outline what kind of cases these were, which will be done by summarizing the facts 
and the Court’s reasoning in the Khan v. Germany case. The applicant moved from 
Pakistan to Germany in 1991 with her husband. Three years later, her son was born. 
The applicant obtained a permanent residence permit in Germany in 2001. Three 
years later, she committed manslaughter in a state of acute psychosis. She was diag
nosed with schizophrenia and confined to a psychiatric hospital. In 2009, her expul
sion from Germany was ordered as she was found to pose a danger to public safety 
because of the seriousness of the crime she committed. In the meantime, her mental 
health subsequently improved, she was granted days of leave and allowed to work 
full-time. The applicant questioned the domestic decision of expulsion in her appli
cation to the ECtHR and claimed that her expulsion would interfere with her right to 
respect for her private and family life under Article 8 of the Convention and that her 
specific circumstances had not sufficiently been taken into account by the German 
authorities. The domestic authorities found that, in addition to a risk of reoffending, 
the applicant was not integrated into German society since she spoke no German and 
basic medical care for psychiatric patients was available in big cities in Pakistan. So, 
weighing the impact on the applicant’s private life against the danger posed to public 
safety, the Court did not find that the German authorities had overstepped their mar
gin of appreciation. The case was decided under the necessity test, i.e., determining 
whether the interference had been necessary in a democratic society, among others, 
whether it is proportionate to the legitimate aim (public safety in the case concerned)  
pursued. In expulsion cases of migrants, the Court developed 10 criteria aimed at bal
ancing the individual interest of the applicant on the one hand and the public interest 
on the other. The key criterion among the 10 was “the nature and seriousness of the 
offence committed by the applicant.” This criterion was also applied by the Court in 
Ms. Khan’s case (see especially, Khan, para. 45) and led the Court to the conclusion 
that “the applicant’s expulsion from Germany would be proportionate to the aims 
pursued and can be regarded as necessary in a democratic society” (Khan, para. 56). 

-
-

-

-

-

In other words, the Court (with six votes to one) supported the domestic authori
ties’ conclusion that the expulsion would not constitute a violation of Article 8 of the 
Convention. Judge Zupančič was the only judge to disagree. He was of the opinion 
that, in the first place, no crime was committed because of the applicant’s insanity, 
and therefore the criterion regarding the nature and seriousness of the offence was 
irrelevant. In his separate opinion he argued as follows: 

-

The question, therefore, is whether the insane person has or has not committed a 
criminal act. Since the basic criminal law doctrine requires that the act be a genuine  
emanation of the actor’s personality, it is impossible to maintain that an actor who 
is of unsound mind has himself or herself committed the act. The causal link, as 
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required for the very establishment of an insanity defence, is to the mental illness. 
It follows logically that the mental illness is to blame. The actor is thus blameless, 
as indeed Shakespeare understood—and here comes the above-mentioned passage  
from the play. (Khan…, Dissenting opinion of Judge Zupančič) 

What a Shakespearean scholar immediately finds intriguing in judge Zupančič’s 
references is the source text quoted in the first reference. Why was the passage taken 
from the first quarto and why the second quarto text was the judge’s second choice is 
impossible to establish. It might have been the judge’s unawareness of the nature of 
the 1603 quarto, which was a corrupt unauthorized version of an abridged text of the 
play, or of the intricate differences between the three earliest printed versions.  9  A less 
probable conjecture is that he had a preference for the terser formulation of the bad 
quarto. But there is a more important problem with this reference, and this is where 
the Shakespearean matters overlap with the legal ones. 

Judge Zupančič seems to ignore the fact that Hamlet’s madness is pretended, that 
it is “a crafty madness,” (3.1.8) as Guildenstern describes it. There is ample evidence 
in the text to support this—even if we are hesitant to trust Hamlet himself when he, 
for example, says to Gertrude: “I essentially am not in madness,/ But mad in craft” 
(3.4.188–9)—and to claim otherwise is to undermine the very core of the tragic devel
opments of the play. As A. C. Bradley put it, “If Lear were really mad when he divided 
his kingdom, if Hamlet were really mad at any time in the story, they would cease to 
be tragic characters” (1991, p. 30). This does not mean, of course, that Hamlet is not 
subjected to extreme mental suffering. Bradley, again, with all his psychologizing, is 
very clear about this: “’Melancholy’, . . . not yet insanity. That Hamlet was not far from  
insanity is very probable. His adoption of the pretence of madness may well have 
been . . . an instinct of self-preservation . . . . But Hamlet’s melancholy is . . . a totally 
different thing from the madness which he feigns” (1991, p. 120). As Crawford (1916), 
succinctly put it, Hamlet 

-

did many things that the persons of the drama must construe as madness. His 
avowed intention was to throw them off the track. To understand the madness as 
real is to make of the play a mad-house tragedy that could have no meaning for the 
very sane Englishmen for whom Shakespeare wrote. (p. 65) 

Actually, with Polonius’s statement, “Though this be madness, yet there is method 
in’t” (2.2.200) being one of the most famous quotations from the play, known also 
in translations into most languages of the world, it is very surprising that someone 

9. For a thorough discussion of textual variations in the early editions, see, e.g., P. Edwards, 
(1997, pp. 8–32). 
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can see Hamlet’s madness as real.10  A reader of judge Zupančič’s separate opinion is 
thus quite puzzled by this reference which, instead of supporting his argumentation, 
weakens it, in fact. 

Another aspect that undermines the effectiveness of Judge Zupančič’s literary ref
erence is the context and meaning of the passage. Hamlet’s pleading for forgiveness is 
not sincere. As Edwards argues: 

-

This is certainly disingenuous. Hamlet . . . is making a public declaration to an 
audience, one of whom, Claudius, knows perfectly well why he killed Polonius. 
The furthest he dare go in apologizing to Laertes is to say that he never intended to 
kill his father . . . . In blaming his madness he knows that his audience (apart from 
Claudius) will believe him; he is continuing to play his part, and keeping up the 
long battle of wits with Claudius. (1997, p. 235) 

Actually, Hamlet and Laertes do not reconcile until Claudius’s treachery is revealed 
and Hamlet kills the king with the poisoned rapier, but that happens not earlier than 
in lines 306–311. This moment is marked by Laertes pleading: 

Exchange forgiveness with me, noble Hamlet. 
Mine and my father’s death come not upon thee, 
Nor thine on me, 

to which Hamlet responds: “Haeven make three free of it!” Surprisingly, Gadbin
George, who classifies judge Zupančič’s use of the passage from Hamlet as a literary 
reference that helps to clarify the judge’s legal reasoning (2013, para. 32 and 33), ignores  
the fact that the reference actually misses the point. 

-

Another quotation from Hamlet is found in the partly dissenting opinion by judge 
Motoc. She criticized the way in which the Strasbourg Court had referred indirectly 
to some statements adopted earlier in the case law of the Supreme Court of the United  
States. The Strasbourg Court called them general statements developed previously in 
its own case law, instead of directly referencing the Supreme Court’s case law, which 
the judge named as “a legal transplant.” Judge Motoc wrote in her opinion, “As Shake
speare said in the words of Hamlet: Neither a borrower nor a lender be; for loan oft
loses both itself and friend. I find that our Court is in exactly the situation described 
by Hamlet” (Blokhin…, Partly dissenting opinion of Judge Motoc). The judge used 
a well-known quotation that has become, at least for the native speakers of English, 
part of the proverbial language. The quotation is also quite adequate to her argumen
tation. But, contrary to what the judge said twice, these are not Hamlet’s words. They 
are part of the famous speech by Polonius from act one, scene three, in which he 

-
 

-

10.  For an extensive discussion of the stories “about clever avenging sons who pretended to be 
stupid in order to outwit their enemies,” which Shakespeare might have used as his sources, see 
A. Thompson & N. Taylor (2016, pp. 65–72). 
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advises his son before Laertes’ embarking for France. Quite crucially for the dramatic 
effectiveness of the character, this is the first longer speech by Polonius, in a scene 
where he is busy instructing his children and trying to regulate their lives, a speech 
that reveals his suspicious and condescending nature, his logorrhea, as well as, on a 
different level, his potential as a comic character. Judge Motoc’s blunder proves that, 
in the type of literary references we find in legal judgements, faithfulness to the literary  
work quoted or referred to is much less important than the very fact of referencing a 
commonly known and celebrated source which includes a situation most people can 
easily relate to. What is more, it seems that, in most cases, slight imprecisions—unlike  
considerable misinterpretations like Zupančič’s—do not affect the reference’s overall 
effectiveness. Transferring Shakespearean passages to new contexts utilizes their pro-
verbial nature and endows them with new functions that compensate for misquoting. 

The second time that judge Motoc referred to Hamlet was in the 2021 case of N.  
v. Romania (No. 2). In her partly dissenting opinion the judge considered what she 
regarded as an insufficient use of Article 14 of the Convention in the Court’s reasoning.  
Therefore, she begins her reasoning by stating that this article has often been referred 
to as “the Cinderella of the system” (para. 1). While such a comparison, albeit infor
mal, can be accepted as illustrative of the judge’s meaning, further analogies which 
she formulates are more than surprising. Judge Motoc claims that Cinderella can be 
compared to Hamlet due to the fact that both protagonists lose their parents and are 
mistreated by their step-parents, and that “[i]f Article 14 has been compared with 
Cinderella, following this logic we can also compare it to Hamlet, with an emphasis 
on its [sic] famous phrase ‘to be or not to be’. Indeed, in the present case the Court 
found that there was no need to examine whether a violation has occurred” (para 1). 
Unfortunately, such reasoning is very awkward, and the use of literary references is 
based on sweeping generalizations. The whole catalogue of doubtfully accurate analo
gies seems to be only a pretext to mention the “to be or not to be” phrase, but all these 
rhetorical maneuvers only unnecessarily complicate the reasoning. 

-

-

In the separate opinion by Judge Yudkivska, there is an interesting reference to 
The  Tempest. It also relies on the proverbial potential of the employed phrase, but— 
first and foremost—displays the fact that such literary references, uprooted from 
their original contexts and functioning independently, acquire new meanings which 
are sometimes rather distant from the source. In her separate opinion concerning 
the case Sargsyan v. Azerbaijan, while commenting on the origin of the conflict in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Judge Yudkivska wrote, “In Shakespeare’s words, ‘what’s past is 
prologue’. The applicant’s current situation is a result of the lengthy struggle between 
two Member States with no solution for past problems yet being found and new prob
lems evolving” (Sargsyan…, Concurring opinion of Judge Yudkivska). This phrase 
from act two scene one of The Tempest is used in a way which does not require either 
pointing out to the character who pronounces it, nor to the circumstances in which it 
functions in the play-text. In fact, if these had been revealed, it would have necessitated  

-
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a lengthy explanation because the context of the play’s episode in which these words 
appear is not relevant for the judge’s purposes. In Shakespeare’s play, these words are 
part of the treacherous Antonio’s speech in which he tries to persuade Sebastian “to 
perform an act / Whereof what's past is prologue” (2.1.252–3)11, that is to kill Alonso, 
the king of Naples and take his crown. “Th’occasion” (2.1.207) to do this, as Antonio 
argues, has been produced by the recent circumstances, by what now belongs to the 
past—Alonso’s only son has just drowned (as they believe), and his sister has been 
married to a Tunisian prince. In the judge’s opinion the quotation became decontex
tualized, if only because the future promised by the prologue, as Antonio imagines, 
is a prosperous reign following the regicide he is ready to commit. While what Judge 
Yudkivska means is the need to consider the circumstances of the case before the 
Court in the context of the origins of the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 
Delving on the details of the original context would have obscured the judge’s presen
tation of the facts of the case, instead of clarifying them, so she just took advantage of 
the proverbial conciseness and semantic clarity of the phrase. Yet, it is used not merely  
to embellish her reasoning with a literary reference, but also to uplift the pragmatic 
force of her language by making the message unambiguously communicative. Yud
kivska’s borrowing from The Tempest is evidence again that famous quotations from 
Shakespeare’s plays are part of the cultural repertoire of the ECtHR judges, even if 
English is not their native tongue. If judges coming from civil law traditions imitate in 
this respect their colleagues from the United Kingdom and the US, as has been sug
gested by Gadbin-George (2013, section 5, para. 65–66), this is a culturally productive 
sociolinguistic phenomenon quite natural to environments where various cultures 
and discourses coexist and blend. 

-

-

-

-

The second Shakespearean reference by Judge Yudkivska comes from Richard II act  
one, scene one, and was made in the case Y. v. Slovenia of 2015. The case regarded an 
alleged violation of the ECHR standards in the domestic criminal proceedings con
cerning the accusation of sexual assaults of a minor by a family friend in the context 
of inadequate provision of the minor’s rights during the trial and the domestic court 
allowing the applicant to confront the accused (the personal cross- examination). In 
her reasoning, Judge Yudkivska considered the doctrine of “the right to confronta-
tion” developed in the case law of the Supreme Court of the United States. Doing 
so, she extensively quoted one of the very well-known judges of this Court, the late 
Antonin Scalia and his stance of the matter in the judgement Coy v. Iowa (487 US 
1012, 1016 /1988/): 

-

In that judgment Justice Scalia traced the history of the right to confront as a “face
to-face encounter,” illustrated in Shakespeare’s Richard II: 

-

11. The Tempest is quoted from V. M. Vaughan & A. T. Vaughan, Eds., (2001). 
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“Shakespeare was thus describing the root meaning of confrontation when he had 
Richard the Second say: 

‘“Then call them to our presence—face to face, and frowning brow to brow, 
ourselves will hear the accuser and the accused freely speak.”’ 

He concluded that “there is something deep in human nature that regards face-to-face  
confrontation between accused and accuser as ‘essential to a fair trial in a criminal 
prosecution.’” 

Referring to Shakespeare’s play via Scalia’s judgement, Judge Yudkivska strength
ened her argumentation with a double authority, that of Shakespeare and of the 
renowned American lawyer. 

-

As it has been noted above, it is often the case with famous quotations that they best  
fulfil their role when they comment on a common situation or universally accepted 
values. Such is the case of Judge Loucaides’s reference to Othello act three, scene three,  
made in a decision concerned with defamation. Criticizing what he sees as insufficient  
protection of human dignity provided by the Convention, he adds in a footnote: 

In this respect the following well-known words of Shakespeare come to mind: 
“Good name in man and woman, dear my lord, is the immediate jewel of their 
souls . . . who steals my purse, steals trash . . . ; but he that filches from me my good 
name . . . makes me poor indeed.” 

It may or may not be a coincidence that a Cypriot judge quotes this particular play in  
which Cyprus is the setting for a considerable part of important events. Gadbin-Ge orge,  
who assesses this reference as relevant in its function of clarifying the judge’s legal rea
soning (2013, section 3.2.2, para. 38) believes that the judge “seemed keen to show off his  
knowledge of Othello” (2013, section 4.1., para. 57), because there is a link between his  
native country and the location of the plot. We are of the opinion that a more important  
factor why this passage was quoted and how it functions is the fact that the character  
of Othello is generally remembered as a victim of slander. Gadbin-George has doubts  
whether the quotation is well-known enough to produce the intended associations, yet  
it is not so much the quotation that matters, but what the character stands for. 

-

The earliest instance of using a Shakespearean quotation in the European Court of 
Human Rights’ case law is going to be discussed as the last one because it is notably, 
and for our purposes importantly, different from the references analyzed above. It 
comes from a separate opinion written by a distinguished British lawyer, Sir Gerald 
Fitzmaurice, who was chosen judge to the ECtHR for years 1975–1980. Interestingly, 
his Shakespearean reference is found in one of the most famous and groundbreaking 
judgements in the whole history of the Court, the 1978 interstate case Ireland v. the 
UK which concerned violation of the conventional rights during “the Troubles.” In 
this judgement the Court held that the use of the five techniques of interrogation 
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(wall-standing, hooding, subjection to noise, deprivation of sleep, and deprivation of 
food and drink) used in August and October 1971 constituted a practice of inhuman 
and degrading treatment, in breach of Article 3 of the Convention, and that the said 
use of the five techniques did not constitute a practice of torture within the meaning of  
Article 3. Commenting on the meaning of the term prohibition of torture, inhuman or  
degrading treatment or punishment provided by this article, Fitzmaurice stated that 

Article 3 of the European Convention was not . . . intended to trade in paradoxes 
or propound conundrums such that it takes months of consideration in order to 
come to a final conclusion as to whether certain treatment can properly be said to 
attain the proportions of the inhuman. To my mind, that epithet should be kept for 
something that is immediately recognisable for what it is,—something much more 
than what occurred in the present case,—something different in kind. “What’s in 
a name?” (Romeo and Juliet, 2.2.43)—it may be asked. The answer is “everything,” 
if it involves placing a course of conduct in a wrong category, with consequences 
that are both inappropriate and unjust (Ireland…, Separate opinion of Judge Sir 
Gerald Fitzmaurice, para. 23.). 

As Fitzmaurice is the only native speaker of English among the ECtHR judges 
discussed here, one feature of this reference to Romeo and Juliet is the naturalness and 
precision with which it is used.12 Another, and a less obvious one, is that Judge Fitz
maurice, as a person brought up and educated in the United Kingdom and, therefore
conversant with Shakespeare’s plays more thoroughly than any of the other judges, has  
the easiness to play with the possible answers to the “What’s in a name” question so as  
to convincingly argue his point and criticize the Court for interpreting the meaning 
of Article 3 too extensively. To appreciate this, one needs to consider this question in 
a broader context of the tragedy’s famous garden scene in which Juliet features a mini 
treatise on the meaning of words. She begins in a regretful tone: “O Romeo, Romeo, 
wherefore art thou Romeo?” (2.2.33)13, but very soon, spurned by her youthful impa
tience and natural practicality, finds a solution which she boldly pronounces: “Deny 
thy father and refuse thy name./ Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love/ And I’ll 
no longer be a Capulet” (2.2.34–36). This is a risky suggestion, one that in the feuding 
community of Verona would be judged as a betrayal of family allegiance, a disgrace, 
and an act of social self-annihilation. Perhaps aware of the naiveté of the proposition, 
Juliet attempts to justify her point of view by crafting an apparently logical argument: 

-
, 

-

What’s Montague? It is nor hand nor foot 
Nor arm nor face nor any other part 

12. It must be noted that this reference is entirely misinterpreted by Gadbin-George (2013), 
section 3.2.3, para. 42. 
13.  The edition of the play quoted here is B. Gibbons (1980). 
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Belonging to a man. O be some other name. 
What’s in a name? That which we call a rose 
By any other word would smell as sweet; (2.2.40–44). 

An argument concluded by an offer whose unashamed openness ( Juliet would cer
tainly be more restrained if only she knew that Romeo is listening) can be explained
only by “her youth and candour palpable in the clear, absolute quality of language 
and thought” (Gibbons, p. 48): “Romeo, doff thy name,/ And for thy name, which 
is no part of thee,/ Take all myself ” (2.2.47–49). Juliet’s passion and enthusiasm are 
contagious as is evident in Romeo’s reaction to her offer: “Call me but love, and I’ll 
be new baptis’d: /Henceforth I never will be Romeo” (2.2.50–51). Rejection of his 
name, however, creates a serious threat to Romeo’s identity. There is clearly a conflict 
“between the social entity that that name designates and the individual’s inner percep
tion of him/herself ” (Capri, 2015, p. 39), that is between Romeo’s social obligations 
determined by his name and his private self-awareness. Stepping on the path sug-
gested by Juliet would also mean that “he exists in pure negativity, in a nowhere land 
where he is no longer what he used to be and not yet what he aspires to be. But what 
is more, he no longer has legal identity” (Carpi, 2015, p. 41). In spite of all this, Juliet’s 
answer is an enthusiastic and willful—nothing, as evidenced by the parallel with the 
rose. The name is of no importance, she argues, as it is not the thing it signifies. This 
is one answer to the question “What’s in a name?” 

-
 

-

The Court, Fitzmaurice claims in his separate opinion, came up with a different 
answer—everything: a word may or may not mean the thing it signifies, or it may 
mean many other things, depending on how we interpret it. Fitzmaurice disagrees 
with the Court’s answer and postulates that the meaning of the phrase “prohibition 
of torture, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment” should be self-evident. 
Citing Juliet’s terse and vigorous question, the judge takes advantage of its status as a 
set phrase and a famous quotation to embellish his argumentation, but, more impor
tantly, he depends on the fact that Juliet’s question implies a debate on meaning in 
language. The quotation’s rhetorical effectiveness relies on ascribing to the Court an 
answer which contradicts Juliet’s answer. 

-

When Fitzmaurice’s use of the Shakespearean quotation is compared with the other  
references analyzed in this chapter, it turns out to be the most ingenious. Actually, the 
“What’s in a name?” question raised by Sir Gerald Fitzmaurice at a time when the 
Convention as a “living instrument” was at the very beginning of its development14  

14.  The European Court of Human Rights referred expressis verbis  to the concept of the Con
vention being a “living instrument” for the first time in another judgement from the same 
year,  Tyrer v. the United Kingdom (25.04.1978 r., application nr 5856/72, esp. para. 31). By way of 
digr,ession it can be noted that also in this judgement Shakespeare is mentioned by Judge Fitz
maurice, although not in the form of a literary quotation, but rather as a cultural reference based  
on personal experience. The case concerned corporal punishment of juveniles. In his separate 

-

-
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still remains pertinent and essential in the context of the debates on the limits of the 
dynamic interpretation of the Convention, an issue as heatedly discussed in the Con
vention’s beginning as it is now. And the risk that ECHR concepts may be interpreted 
to mean “everything” is even more challenging today than it was in 1978. 

-

Concluding Remarks 

The nine references discussed in this chapter give us an idea about the ways in which 
Shakespeare is present in the key institution of the European human rights protection  
system. The European Court of Human Rights is only one of several international 
adjudicating institutions and our tentative conclusions need to be verified with fur
ther research. But even this modest corpus of references reveals a number of interest
ing facts. As for the linguistic nature of the analyzed literary references, most of them 
have become set phrases, are of proverbial nature, pertain to issues of crucial and gen
eral importance and are characterized by conciseness. As for their cultural function
ing, it is worth emphasizing that most of the Shakespearean references were included 
in opinions authored by judges who originated from outside the English-speaking 
culture, representing parts of Europe that geographically—and, especially from the 
point of view of western countries, culturally—can be perceived as peripheral. This 
is especially important if we remember that the European Convention of Human 
Rights was adopted under the auspices of the Council of Europe which, until the 
fall of the iron curtain, was an organization gathering the western democratic states. 
This changed in the 1990s only when new democracies from central-eastern Europe 
became member-states of the Council of Europe and parties to the Convention. New 
member states had to accommodate their human rights protection standards to the 
Conventional standards and judges coming from the new member-states started to 
have influence on the evolution of human rights protections in Europe. 

-
-

-
-

One of the reasons for Shakespeare’s popularity among lawyers in general can be  
that, because of the playwright’s legal knowledge evident in the numerous references  
to law in his plays and sonnets, many practitioners of law “fancy Shakespeare as one  
of their professional colleagues” ( Jenkin Chan, 2016, n. p.). Another reason “lies in  
Shakespeare’s status as an embodiment of high culture; citing him seeks to invest the  
judgement with credibility and invoke a sense of history” (R. L., 2016, n. p.). In the  
context of the historical development of the ECtHR’s case law and the Convention as  
a “living instrument,” it is, indeed, apparent in most of the analyzed cases that Shake
spearean references are used, more or less consciously, in an attempt to legitimize  

-

opinion the judge, somewhat jocularly, noted that his point of view might be affected by his 
experience as a person educated in English schools, where students would consider corporal 
punishment much less severe than an alternative of being forced to learn by heart 500 lines from  
Shakespeare or Virgil (Tyrer v. . . ., Separate opinion of Judge Sir Gerald Fitzmaurice, para. 12). 
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the judges who come from what may be perceived as European peripheries. These  
references can be understood as a reminder that these judges share the European  
cultural heritage and use the same cultural codes. They constitute a manifestation  
of certain cultural aspirations and create a common ground of shared values and  
ideas. Last, but not least, they also reveal how much European languages and cul
tures are permeated with Shakespeare. Nevertheless, one must admit that in the  
Shakespearean references found in legal documents, literary historical rigorousness  
and linguistic accuracy are much less important than the intended, though not nec
essarily achieved, effect. And although, as has been demonstrated, the references  
can sometimes be counterproductive, lack of precision in quoting the plays seems  
to bother literary historians only. 

-

-
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C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N  |   W Ł A D Y S Ł A W  W I TA L I S Z  

Troy as a Metaphor of Conflict: Trojan Allusions in 
Public Discourse About the War in Ukraine 

Abstract 

Narrations and commentaries of modern conflicts and wars are often framed by 
allusions to historical or literary narratives of the past. This allows the writers and 
commentators to tame and understand the present conflict and to cast the modern 
opponents (individuals or nations) in old recognizable roles. In the past three years, 
references to characters and episodes from the narrative of Troy have frequently reap
peared in public discourse in reports and debates on the war in Ukraine. Although 
it should come as no surprise that Troy serves as a suitable reference in any debate 
on war, the number of Trojan allusions in texts on Ukraine is exceptionally high. In 
addition, they appear to have a consistent rhetorical and ideological purpose. This 
chapter attempts to identify and define that purpose by analyzing chosen examples 
of Trojan tropes found in texts on the tragic events in Ukraine. The texts referred to 
come from online newspapers, magazines, and book publications in English, French, 
Ukrainian, and Russian. 

-

Keywords: Trojan war, Homer, reception, classical allusion, Russia, Ukraine 

The initial idea of writing this text appeared a few weeks after the invasion of Russia 
on Ukraine in 2022, when all of us tried to understand what had just happened and 
searched for appropriate language to relate to it. The epic weight of the events, felt 
especially strongly by those of us living close to Ukraine, naturally invited epic paral
lels. For the present author, a scholar who used to research classical and medieval Tro
jan narratives, the verses of Homer and his followers narrating the anger of Achilles1  

-
-

1.  Homer’s Iliad narrates the last phase of the late Bronze Age war between the Greeks (Achae
ans), led by King Agamemnon, and the Trojans, led by King Priam and his son Hector. Homer 
presents the abduction of Helena, wife of the Greek King Menelaus, by the Trojan Prince Paris 
as the immediate cause of the war, but the history of the Greek Trojan conflict in the narrative 
is older. The anger of Achilles, caused by the death of his friend Patroclus from the hand of 

-
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helped to find words to name the political hubris of Putin’s military invasion. Watching  
images of Russian tanks moving in the direction of Kyiv, I also recalled Simon Weil’s 
famous essay “The Iliad or the Poem of Force” (Weil, 1991). The essay, originally writ
ten in French in 1939 and published in Nazi-occupied Paris in 1940, was Weil’s own 
reassessment of her earlier pacifist philosophy and an attentively ethical but pessimis
tic rereading of the Iliad that questioned traditional heroic interpretations. “The true 
hero, the true subject, the centre of the Iliad is force. Force employed by man, force 
that enslaves man, force before which man’s flesh shrinks away” (Weil, 1991, p. 3), she 
begins and clarifies her motivations to focus on the theme of force in the epic.

-

-

 For those dreamers who considered that force, thanks to progress, would soon 
be a thing of the past, the Iliad could appear as an historical document; for others, 
whose powers of recognition are more acute and who perceive force, today as yes
terday, at the very centre of human history, the Iliad is the purest and the loveliest 
of mirrors. (Weil, 1991, p. 3) 

-

In the early months of 2022, another brutal invasion called for Homeric parallels and 
made Weil’s essay on force in human history and politics pertinent again. The Iliad  
can still serve as a mirror that helps us to understand and name the modern use of 
war in politics. 

An additional encouragement to search for Trojan parallels in the public discourse 
about the military conflict in Ukraine came from an image illustrating an article I 
chanced to read in the English version of Le Monde on April 22, 2022: Nicolas Truong’s  
“War in Ukraine and COVID-19: Europe is dealing with the ‘return of tragedy’” 
(Truong, 2022). The deck of the article introduces the theme, “The afflictions of war 
and the pandemic appeared suddenly in our lives. Perceived as signs of ‘historical 
comeback’ on a continent that thought it was safe, these tragedies compel our soci
eties to reinvent themselves.” Truong expresses some sobering and disenchanting 
thoughts, similar to Weil’s awakening to war’s atrocities, about the state of the world: 

-

We thought war was over. Stored away with old documents and yellowed photo
graphs in our cupboards, forgotten in the limbo of our memories, relegated to the 
dustbins of history. War had disappeared, occasionally rearing its head through our 
TV screens, emerging from the confines of distant countries. So much so that it had  
even become a metaphorical construct for some of our political elites. (Truong, 
2022) 

-

Hector, appears famously in the opening line of the poem and drives the Greek warrior to kill 
Hector in single combat and desecrate his body. The final fall of Troy is a result of the Greek 
stratagem that brings Greek soldiers into the city in a large wooden horse believed by the Tro
jans to be a votive gift to the Gods. 

-
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But the “punchline” of the article is for me the image by Christelle Enault2  chosen 
by the Le Monde editors to illustrate the article. It represents a fragment of a human 
face—only one eye is visible—in the middle of the confusion of war, with fire, smoke,  
and explosions covering most of the picture’s space. A hand, possibly the hand of the 
person whose eye we see in the picture, holds a mask. No, this is not the famous mask 
of Agamemnon, but clearly an ancient one, a mask of classical tragedy that reminds 
us of Greek theater masks. What is especially telling about the image is the act of 
donning the classical mask onto the face of a modern war, evoking the idea of a nar
rative or a rhetorical parallel between the past and the present. The eye in the picture 
will look at the modern war through the lens of the epic and tragic perspective that 
the classical mask represents. Conversely, the classical mask sitting on the face of the 
modern soldier will be seen in new contexts and will achieve new meanings, remind
ing us that history repeats itself. The image is an intriguing artistic projection of the 
major proposition of the text, but it may also be seen as an interesting comment on, 
indeed a problematization of its assumptions. One quoted above is that the tragedies 
we experience compel our societies to reinvent themselves. But does the Greek mask 
in the picture call for a reinvention that challenges the teachings of the ancient mas
ters, suggesting that looking at the world from their ancient perspective is no longer 
adequate? Or does it invite us to do the opposite and recognize the epic and the tragic 
in the small events of the present? After all, the gaping mouth of the theatrical mask 
and its wide-open round eyes suggest a greater shock and a greater fear at the sight of 
war than belongs to the neutrally depicted modern human eye behind it. 

-

-

-

My search for Trojan parallels in texts commenting on the war in Ukraine soon 
proved that writers and journalists still willingly don the ancient rhetorical mask and 
use Trojan allusions that, they believe, help to convey their meanings. Whether this is 
always so remains to be answered, as the adequacy of an allusion always rests on the 
cultural literacy of the authors and their readers. Of the dozens of examples found in 
newspapers, magazines, and online media, only several can be analyzed here. The aim  
of this paper is to identify Trojan references that are most frequently used in the ana
lyzed discourse and to evaluate their semantic adequacy by comparing the  contexts— 
ancient and modern—in which they are used. I will also try to reconstruct the aims for  
which the allusions are brought into the texts and consider their rhetorical effects on 
the reader. At the outset, it appears useful to briefly define the concept and function 
of any classical allusion used in modern discourse and to consider its communicative 
strengths and limitations. 

-

A classical allusion is a specific reference to a character, an event, or a theme orig
inating from classical literature. Allusions may invoke entire texts—often canonical 
works like those of Homer—or may consist of direct quotations or more subtle 

-

2.  Available at https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2022/04/29/war-in-ukraine
-and-covid-19-europe-is-dealing-with-the-return-of-tragedy_5981946_23.html

  
. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2022/04/29/war-in-ukraine-and-covid-19-europe-is-dealing-with-the-return-of-tragedy_5981946_23.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/opinion/article/2022/04/29/war-in-ukraine-and-covid-19-europe-is-dealing-with-the-return-of-tragedy_5981946_23.html
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references to particular episodes or figures within those texts. Authors using refer
ences to classical myths, texts, and figures aim primarily to add an air of intellectual 
authority to their argument. Such references are meant to infuse the author’s voice 
with a kind of gravitas that strengthens the message. By invoking classical sources, 
speakers or writers may also hope to align their thoughts with established wisdom or 
with longstanding principles known to everyone and generally accepted. The author’s  
intent is then to establish a common ground with the reader or listener and to improve  
the credibility of his words. Once that credibility and authority are established, 
authors will use allusions to influence the readers’ judgement of the represented real
ity. Allusions to particular classical characters who have grown to stand for established  
moral meanings can be used to suggest an evaluation of the characters and events in 
the current narrative. They influence, guide, or bias the reader’s moral interpretation. 
For instance, comparing a modern political leader to a historical figure known for par
ticular virtues or vices can shape public perception of that leader’s qualities or actions. 

-

-

-

Classical allusions connect the expressed ideas with a shared cultural heritage, a 
set of values, and ideals that resonate with audiences familiar with these references. 
They draw the audience closer to the text by appealing to their collective memory and  
cultural identity. This is possible only in communication with and within what Brian 
Stock (1983, pp. 88−240), discussing early forms of religious literacy, called a “textual 
community,” that is, a group of people (readers or listeners) who share the same set 
of seminal texts and can therefore build their communication around them. How
ever, Stock sees the role of shared textual references to be greater than just rhetorical 
facilitators of discourse. He believes that by establishing a common set of references 
patterns that carry important meanings, they contribute to the construction of the 
identity of the group and inform the self-representation of the group. In a chapter on 
the reception of Stock’s concept in scholarly debate, Jane Heath summarizes Stock’s 
argument. A textual community, she explains, is “a community whose life, thought, 
sense of identity, and relations with outsiders are organised around an authoritative 
text. The way it plays that role is through education and religion” (Heath, 2019, p. 5). 
Although sacred texts, especially those of established religions, are obvious to create 
and sustain the existence of textual communities within Stock’s understanding, we 
believe that a recurring set of literary allusions to a certain text that appears over a 
period of time in a given culture can lead to the creation of a textual community 
whose self-expression becomes defined by meanings derived from that text. Further 
on we shall discuss an adequate example of this phenomenon referring to medieval 
historiography and political writing. 

-

In summary, classical allusions can enrich an author’s discourse by adding depth, 
connecting with historical and cultural values, and improving the rhetorical impact. 
Classical allusions used wisely and sparingly can strengthen the author’s control over 
the reader's response. However, excessive or badly targeted use of classical allusions 
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can sometimes alienate those who are not familiar with the references. The text 
becomes elitist and is accessible only to those with a certain level of education or 
cultural literacy. 

One of the oldest sets of literary allusions used in the cultural discourse of the West
ern world, next to the Bible and classical mythology, is the narration of the Trojan War.  
The story has continued to inspire human imagination for millennia. Its characters 
and episodes have grown into a system of signs, which, through allusion or meta
phor, helped to express meanings pertaining to historical periods and cultural regions 
other than Ancient Greece. Virgil’s Aeneid  reiterated Homeric Troy in the narrative 
act of translatio studii et imperii in which the identity of the new dynastic and political 
entity of Rome is defined by reference to the ancient heroic world. In Virgil’s text, 
Rome becomes engendered in the founding myth of Aeneas and becomes endowed 
with the meanings and values contained in the narrative memory of the Trojan War 
and its aftermath. A few centuries later, medieval narrations of the history of the new 
political powers emerging in post-Roman Europe followed the example of Virgil and 
imagined successive generations of the Trojan diaspora founding new ruling dynasties  
and kingdoms. Thus, the 7th century chronicle of Fredegar (Fredegarius, Liber II, 
4a–6), makes Francus, the son of Hector, found the kingdom of the Franks, while the 
9th century Saxon history by Nennius (Historia Brittonum III, 7, 10) has Felix Brutus, 
the great-grandson of Aeneas, establish the city of Trinovantum, the New Troy, later 
known as London. The early founding stories were written to construct narrative 
frameworks of identities for the newly emerging political and national groups, while 
later narrations of Troy—written by Benoît de Sainte-Maure, Geoffrey Chaucer, or 
John Lydgate—would use the Trojan myth as a mirror set up to reflect or comment 
on current social and political reality (see Witalisz, 2011). While the new narratives 
of Troy mention Homer as a source of the tradition, they accuse the ancient author 
of confabulation3 and a bias toward the Greeks.4 The original Greek Homer was not 
accessible to the Latin authors of the pro-Trojan medieval world. They based their 
stories on the 1st or 2nd century Latin texts composed on the basis of Homer by Dares  
of Phrygia and Dyctis of Crete, whom the medieval writers believed to have been 
eyewitnesses of the Trojan War.5 

-

-

3.  The anonymous 14th-century author of the English Gest Hystoriale of the Destruction of Troy 
laughs at Homer saying that in his story “goddes foght in the filde, folke as thai were” (ll. 45). 
4.  “He with Grekis was allied, / Therfor he was to hem fauourable / In myche thing” (Lydgate,  
Troy Book, Prologue, ll. 280–283). 
5.  The historical veracity of Dyctis and Dares was taken for granted in the Middle Ages. The 
Latin Ylias  by Joseph of Exeter (1190) thus dismisses Homer, and even Virgil: “Should I admire 
old Homer, Latin Virgil, or The Bard of Troy (unknown to tale), whose present eye, A surer 
witness of the truth, disclosed the war? ( Joseph of Exeter, 2005, ll. 25–27). 
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The tradition, indeed, fashion, of the narration of the Trojan heritage continued 
well into the 17th century. James I of England still had his genealogical tree traced back  
to Felix Brutus, bringing even the Scots within the British and the Trojan pale. (Rich
ards, 2002, p. 521) By retelling the story of the Trojan war, medieval writers supplied 
the founding fathers of the new lines of monarchs, as well as the coming generations 
of their children, with a history, an identity rooted in that history and an old heroic 
set of values and virtues. They also established Troy once and for all a common point 
of reference for any discourse of war, universal for the Western World. In the modern 
era, when the Greek text of Homer was finally made available and was translated into 
vernacular languages, the war at Troy remained a rich repository of well-known char
acters and episodes that continued to serve as points of reference and allusion in the 
neoclassical discussion of war and politics, but lost the earlier element of national, or 
political identification. In the 19th century, Heinrich Schliemann’s discovery of Troy, 
followed by the popular sensational narration constructed around it, revived the old 
myths again and strengthened the iconicity of the Trojan war. 

-

-

The ubiquity of Troy in texts on the war in Ukraine is overwhelming and highly 
evocative. It appears that the beginnings of the Trojan parallel in Russian-Ukrainian 
relations are much older than the full-scale war of 2022 and appeared in a Russian 
document planning the invasion as early as 2014. The Russian masterminds of the 
entire plan, Putin strategists led by Aleksei Muratov, later the official representative of 
the so-called Donetsk People’s Republic in the Russian Federation, coded the original  
secret plan of the invasion with the name “Troy”. In April 2018, The  Times published 
a feature article “Operation Troy: Russia’s blueprint for spreading chaos in Ukraine” 
revealing leaked information about the document. The codename “Troy” was cer
tainly not chosen for rhetorical effect for the plan was to be seen by only a few of 
Muratov’s cronies in the close command of the Russian forces. However, the decision 
to resort to this particular metaphor in a top-secret document describing strategy 
and military tactics reveals the authors’ frame of mind and their understanding of the 
political importance of the operation. 

-

In most rhetorical structures invoking Troy, the Russian forces are compared to 
the Greek invaders, while the Ukrainians become the defenders of Troy. The basic 
logic of the parallel is understandable. Like the Achaeans and the Trojans, the Rus
sians and the Ukrainians are neighbors with a related and a troubled past, who, to 
some extent, shared the same language and the same religion. The larger hegemonic 
neighbor invades the smaller one, who has only recently built walls of independence 
and national identity to secure its safety. Similarly, the Greek attack on Troy narrated 
by Homer was not the first encounter between the Greeks and the Trojans. Troy had 
been burnt before and rebuilt. The Trojans had attacked Greek cities and islands. 
Decades of trouble had preceded the siege, which was meant to finally solve the Trojan  
problem. Agamemnon, encouraged by a false dream of easy victory sent to him by 

-
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Zeus, plans to take Troy in one battle (Book II, 1–47). The dream feeds his hubris and 
drives his rash military decisions. He knows that his soldiers outnumber the troops 
of the enemies and accuses the Trojans of allying themselves with their neighbors to 
confound the Greeks (Book II, 109–154). He believes that it is his duty to defeat Troy 
to put an end to the ongoing trouble. Homer adds to this the grand romantic story 
and turns the abduction of Helena, Agamemnon’s brother’s wife, by Paris into the 
immediate cause of the war. Although there is no romance in the modern act of war, 
Putin’s infamous speech (Putin, 2022) preceding the invasion of 2022 echoes many of 
Agamemnon’s arguments in waging his war. He denies Ukrainians their ethnic and 
political identity and represents his “special military operation” as a necessary act of 
justice. He maintains that Russia is seeking peace and has a moral obligation to estab
lish security in the region. He accuses Ukraine of being aggressive and attempts to 
associate Ukrainians with terrorism and Nazism. He denounces Ukraine’s aspiration 
to NATO and calls it “a puppet of the West.” Putin’s dream of greatness was not sent by  
Zeus but is fed by nostalgia for the Russian and Soviet empires and spiritually inspired  
by his alliance with the Orthodox Church.6 

-

The Putin-Agamemnon parallel continues in an article published by the Greek-
Australian news portal “NEOS KOSMOS” on April 26, 2022. Joel Christensen’s7  
commentary “Epic glory and modern war: From the walls of Troy to the defence of 
Kyiv” is accompanied by an image linking a portrait of Putin with the famous golden 
mask found by Heinrich Schliemann at Hissarlik, named by the archaeologist the 
mask of Agamemnon. Following the anti-heroic reading of the Iliad by Simone Weil, 
Christensen uses the Trojan framework to engage in an ethical argument that reveals 
the “fraught notion of glory and fame” and shows that “there is no glory or fame in 
bloodletting” at any historical time. 

With Agamemnon standing for Putin, one would expect Priam, the king of Troy, 
to be a suitable analogue to President Zelensky, but in his case the most frequent 
character referred to in the allusive discourse is the figure of Hector, the oldest son of 
Troy’s King Priam, indeed the leader of the Trojan forces. Hector is primarily a man 
of war in the Homeric tradition, a loyal warrior devoted to his family and his city who 
dares Achilles to a single combat and dies a heroic death. The choice of this parallel 
for Zelensky is certainly an empowering device that goes along with the image of the 
president as a leader of a nation at war, a soldier himself. It is probably Zelensky’s mil
itary look that informs the comparison. But if Zelensky is Hector, then his opponent 
must be Achilles, and indeed we do find individual texts where Putin is represented as  
Achilles, though this is not frequent (De la Porte, 2022). In Homer, from the moment 

-

6.  For a discussion of Putin’s religious inspirations see G. Przebinda (2014). 
7.  Joel Christensen is a renowned classical scholar from Brandeis University (USA) who often 
comments on current issues looking at them through the lens of classical literature. 
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that he forgets his infatuation with Briseis and loses his friend Patroclus by the hand 
of Hector, Achilles is represented primarily as a brave warrior driven by a particular 
rage that comes from his loss, a true hero among the Greeks and a worthy opponent 
of Hector. Both Hector and Achilles are narrated by Homer as fearless heroes, loyal to 
their causes though brutal in their combat. However, Achilles magnanimously returns  
the body of Hector to his father and receives the grieving Priam with respect due to 
a king. Although the Homeric narrative makes the Achilles/Putin-Hector/Zelensky 
parallel possible, the way that the two presidents are represented by the western media  
makes it less acceptable. Zelensky, a leader of his people, usually in military fatigues, 
alone and central to the image, looking directly at the camera, speaking with the harsh  
voice of an experienced soldier; and Putin, an alleged war criminal, always surrounded  
by his guards, as if needing protection, overpowered by the byzantine interiors of his 
palaces, his uneasy smile turning into a grin, his small eyes always looking for trouble. 
This of course is a biased picture created by the media, but such a picture excludes a 
parallel between Putin and Achilles. Especially that this parallel would imply a rather 
grim end to the fate of the Ukrainian Hector. 

Another interesting use of the figure of Achilles in the language of the modern 
conflict appears in military nomenclature. The first Ukrainian drone battalion was 
proudly called “Achilles,” clearly alluding to the combat skills and effectiveness of 
the Greek warrior. Interestingly, this allusion overlooks the national identification 
found in most of the Trojan-Greek references and appropriates the prowess of the 
Greek hero into the Trojan context. Pursuing the attributes of the Achilles allusion, 
another text talks of the Ukrainian drones that expose the Achilles’ heel of the enemy 
(Daniels, 2025). 

Probably the most common phraseological unit based on a classical allusion which 
functions in everyday language is the Trojan horse. Used to convey the meaning of a 
deceptive strategy or trick, the phrase alludes to the huge wooden horse left by the 
Greeks at the gates of Troy as they seem to depart, leaving the city unconquered. The 
Trojans are uncertain about its function and use, but in the end, they decide to bring 
it within the city walls. Sabotage and diversionary action are routine tactics of Putin’s 
warfare. The coded document “Operation Troy” mentioned above speaks of secret 
actions behind the scenes geared toward destabilizing Ukraine through propaganda 
and misinformation, the new form of the wooden horse. The trope itself appears 
in many contexts commenting upon the war but was used for the first time as early 
as 2014 when Putin sent Russian humanitarian aid to the newly annexed territories 
of Donbas. BBC News correspondent Daniel Sandford expresses doubts about the 
contents of the dozens of trucks entering Eastern Ukraine with humanitarian aid. 
“Ukraine conflict: Russian aid or Trojan Horse?,” he openly asks in his title (Stanford, 
2014). 
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Some of the authors searching for Homeric parallels do not stop at allusions to 
individual characters. On Medium, a social publishing platform that prioritizes quality  
writing, Nicolae Pirvu (2024) builds a complete Trojan allegory to explain his inter
pretation of Russian-Ukrainian relations. In this text, Ukraine is compared to Helen 
and Russia to her husband Menelaus. 

-

Today’s Ukraine, like Helen from the myth, is extremely attractive on the inter-
national stage, thanks to the wealth of its agricultural sector. […] Up until 2008, 
Ukraine (our modern Helen) and Russia (our Menelaus) were close partners, get
ting along quite well. However, things took a dramatic turn at the NATO summit in  
Bucharest when the USA (our Paris) made its presence known to Helen (Ukraine) 
and, blinded by her beauty, set his mind on having her only for himself. 

-

In 2014, Ukraine (Helen) broke ties with Russia (Menelaus) and sided with the 
USA (Paris). Refusing to accept this new reality, Russia (Menelaus) launched a war  
against them. […] Like its ancient counterpart, this modern conflict seems des
tined to be long and devastating. It could drag on undecided until Russia (Mene
laus) might win it through a shrewd move, kind of modern “Trojan Horse.” 

-
-

Although the article certainly cannot be called choice political commentary, it makes 
creative use of a set of classical allusions to drive home the author’s ideas. It is import
ant to remember that this text comes from a social platform and should therefore be 
seen as written in a language that is used by ordinary people. Troy is still part of our 
language and our imagination. We understand Menelaus’s rage over Helen’s abduction  
and recognize the irrational infatuation of the youthful Paris with the divine beauty of  
Zeus’s daughter. On the one hand, we still belong to the Trojan textual community, 
but on the other, the allusions we construct use and transfer only some of the mean
ings of the original character or event and are based on simplified and convention
alized senses of the old texts, constructed by centuries of tradition and re-narration. 
In Homer’s world, the relationship between Menelaus and Helen was complicated. 
Although we still remember the jealous rage of the husband at the loss of his wife, we 
forget that Helen’s union with Menelaus was not the result of mutual love, but an effect  
of a political settlement designed by Helen’s father, Tyndareus, that aimed to prevent 
war between many of Helen’s suitors. But this forgetfulness serves the purpose of the 
allusion perfectly well. The author of the Medium text does not seem to remember 
either that the history of Ukrainian-Russian relations, as complicated as the marriage 
of their classical counterparts, did not begin in the 20th century when he believed that  
they were “close partners, getting along quite well.” Like other parallels based on a long  
narrative work with an even longer history of literary and cultural reception, Trojan 
allusions to Ukraine must be constructed by choosing only one or some of the many 
meanings contained in the classical referent. 

-

-
-
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As stated at the beginning of this paper, the power and universal nature of the Tro
jan narrative makes it a handy parallel to the discourse of any war. But in reports 
and commentaries on the war in Ukraine written in many different languages and 
published in numerous media outlets, the frequency of Trojan allusions is such that 
we cannot treat it merely as a coincidence of rhetorical styles. Some of that popu
larity may have come from the historical moment’s special need for epic language, 
a moment defined by the geography and the size of the conflict. The Western world 
has not experienced an extended full-scale war so close to its borders since the end of 
World War II and possibly needed the powerful tropes of Homer to be reawakened 
from Simone Weil’s pacifist dream once again. 

-

-

In search of other explanations for Troy’s pertinence for the war in Ukraine, we 
must turn back to the concept of translatio imperii mentioned above. The tradition of 
Troy has been annexed by many young and emerging nations that built around the 
heroic narratives, myths, and official histories of their own identity. Although modern  
scholarly historiography would not allow such narrations to be created today, folk 
history and urban legend traditions will have no qualms. The narration of folk history,  
which appeared to have died with the demise of popular oral narration, is on the rise 
again due to the availability of digital channels of expression and communication. 
For some time already, this popular historical tradition has been making forays into 
a narration that brings Ukraine and Troy surprisingly close to each other. Signifi
cantly, the first work of literature that established Ukrainian as a literary language 
was a free heroicomical travesty of Virgil’s Aeneid, entitled Енеїда and published by 
Ivan Kotliarevsky (Котляревський ) in 1798. This mock-heroic poem satirizing life in 
18th-century Ukraine made the story of Troy, even though parodied, bedtime reading 
for Ukrainians and created a textual community that understands classical allusion. 
Until today, the poem has been considered a kind of Ukrainian epic. 

-

Another source of popular Trojan-Ukrainian associations has been archaeological 
excavations carried out in southern and south eastern Ukraine (the area of Myko
laiv), which rendered numerous bronze age artifacts dated around 13th–12th centuries  
bce. In recent years, there have been clear attempts by both non-scholarly writers 
and scholars, however cautious, to connect these sites with the archaeology of Troy. 
The article “Exploring the Ukranian Troy” on the website of the German-Ukrainian 
Academic Society speaks with enthusiasm of the excavation sites around Mykolaiv. 
“Archeological treasure trove points to Mykolaiv’s ancient origins and has a potential 
to rewrite history books, but underfunding prevents full analysis of this exciting site.” 
Vitaliy V. Оtroshchenko (Отрощенко  ) from the National Academy of Sciences of 
Ukraine uses the name of Troy to refer to the excavations. 

-

The possibilities of the participation of the Late Bronze Age steppe tribes in the 
campaigns of the ‘Sea Peoples’, which also touched the inhabitants of Troy in the 
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13th—12th centuries BCE now are under discussion. The concretisation of the cul
tural connections between the bearers of archaeological cultures of the Bronze Age  
steppe zone and the appropriate cities of Troy is now acquiring a certain dynamic. 
[…] Attention to the cultural complexes of Troy increased during the period of 
the restoration of Ukraine’s independence due to the discovery and excavation of 
fortified settlements of the Final Bronze Age along the North Pontic area and the 
Lower Dnieper basin. (Отрощенко, 2018, p. 10) 

-

Оtroshchenko himself links the increasing interest in Trojan archaeology with 
Ukraine’s independence but concludes with a warning. “The author warns native 
archaeologists against the abuse of the Troy name during the presentation of archae
ological sites of our country” (Отрощенко, 2018, p. 10). 

-

Of course, nothing inspires popular imagination and folk history better than such 
warnings. Home grown historians and archaeologists run internet sites and publish 
books in which links between Troy and early Ukrainian history are a foregone conclu
sion. In a preface to a self-published internet book entitled Ukrainian Troy. Discovery, 
Vsevolod Pavliuk writes, “There are good reasons to identify the historic fortress of 
Troy with the modern village of Parutyne, which is home to the National Historical 
and Archaeological Reserve ‘Olbia’”  (Pavliuk, 2019, p. 5). Although scholarly books 
differentiate between myth and history, they often refer to the folk Trojan narration 
of Ukraine as an element of communal memory, and thus also contribute to keeping 
it alive. Andrew Wilson’s The Ukrainians. Unexpected Nation, an excellent cultural and 
political history of Ukraine, contains the following: 

-

[…] Some have claimed that Troy was a Ukrainian city, at or near the site of the 
later Greek city of Olbia or Olviia, near the mouth of the southern Buh river in what  
is now Mykolaiv oblast. Alternatively, Troy may have been near Tenedos, now the 
Tenderivska spit in the estuary of the Buh and Dnieper. The grave of Achilles is 
therefore also to be found somewhere on a small Black Sea island in the Buh delta, 
although it has escaped the attention of archaeologists to date. (Wilson, 2015, p. 38) 

Willson’s acceptance of the alternative mythical history of Ukraine and his inclusion 
of the story of the Trojan roots of her people in a scholarly monograph are gestures of 
respect for a cultural narrative that is born of the aspirations of an emerging nation. 
We are obviously dealing here with modern echoes of the concept of the translation 
of empire that early Rome and then the new mediaeval dynasties staged by allying 
themselves with Troy. Today, this narration is not a propagandist strategy dictated 
by official historical politics as it was in Lancastrian England and many other Euro
pean countries at the time, but it may be as effective in a world of the internet and 
social media where historical narration is no longer the sole privilege of the political 
c enter. As in the Middle Ages, the fantastical narration aids realistic political aims, the 

-
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building of a state needs a narrative, and a mythical narrative can be more evocative 
than one based on verifiable historical facts. 

Conclusion 

The recurrence of Trojan allusions in public discourse surrounding the war in Ukraine  
reveals not only the enduring rhetorical power of classical narratives, but also the 
cultural mechanisms through which societies interpret contemporary conflict. As this  
study has demonstrated, references to Homeric characters and episodes—whether 
invoked in journalistic commentary, political rhetoric, or popular media—serve as 
more than ornamental devices. They function as interpretive frameworks that shape 
moral evaluations, historical analogies, and national self-representations. The Trojan 
myth, with its rich tradition of reception and re-narration, offers a flexible yet author
itative vocabulary for articulating the complexities of war, heroism, and identity. 

-

The rhetorical deployment of figures such as Hector, Achilles, Agamemnon, and 
Helena in the context of Ukraine and Russia underscores the selective nature of clas
sical allusion. These references are not neutral; they are ideologically charged and 
culturally contingent, often reflecting the values and aspirations of the communi
ties that employ them. The notion of a “textual community,” as articulated by Brian 
Stock, provides a useful lens to understand how shared literary heritage can inform 
collective identity and political discourse. In Ukraine’s case, the appropriation of 
Trojan motifs—whether through literary parody, archaeological speculation, or folk 
hi storiography—signals a desire to inscribe national resilience and historical legiti
macy within a venerable epic tradition. 

-

-

-

Ultimately, the prominence of Trojan allusions in the discourse on Ukraine sug
gests that classical narratives continue to offer a potent means of engaging with the 
ethical and existential dimensions of war. They allow authors and audiences alike to 
navigate the trauma of conflict through familiar archetypes, while also reconfiguring 
those archetypes to reflect the realities of the present. In doing so, they reaffirm the 
relevance of ancient texts in shaping modern consciousness and underscore the dia
logic relationship between myth and history in times of crisis. 

-

-
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Conflict Avoidance Experiences in Family and at Work 

Narrative Analysis of Avoidance Motives, Strategies,  
and Impacts 

Abstract 

The Dual Concern Model explains that conflict management strategies can be 
explained by one’s degree of concern for self and concern for the other and that con
flict avoidance can be explained with low concern for self and the other (De Dreu 
et al., 2000). Thus, avoiding conflict is often perceived negatively. The recent research,  
however, indicates that conflict avoidance can positively impact relationships (e.g., 
Sun & Slepian, 2020; Thornton & Flechter, 2024). The current study examined the 
prevalence of conflict avoidance and its narratives. We surveyed 150 participants’ expe
riences of conflict avoidance in family and at work. Their responses were coded in 
terms of topic, interactants, avoidance behaviors, motivations for avoidance, and its 
impact on their relationship. The majority of participants reported conflict avoidance 
experiences at work (91%, n = 131) and in family (79%, n = 118). The topics of conflict 
avoidance and avoidance strategies used at work and family are reported. Avoiding 
conflict in the family is associated with positive or neutral relational outcomes, while 
avoidance at work is met with negative relational outcomes. Conflict avoidance was 
not associated with low concern for self and the other, as the Dual Concern Model 
predicts. Rather, current participants associate conflict avoidance with high concern 
for self. These results indicate that avoidance is not the mere absence of the lack of 
concern for self and the other, but it can be considered as a strategic approach to 
managing conflict. 

-

-

Keywords: conflict avoidance, conflict management, Dual Concern Model, narrative 
analysis 

Conflict is ubiquitous, and despite its intensity level, we all face conflict in our daily 
lives. When facing conflict, we make choices to manage it in a variety of ways. Previous  
research explained people's choices in conflict management based on two-dimensional  
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models: levels of assertiveness (i.e., emphasizing your needs or concern for self) and 
cooperativeness (i.e., showing understanding for others’ needs, or concern for others)  
(Ruble & Thomas 1976; Thomas, 1976). 

In this two-dimensional model of conflict management, people’s choices in dealing  
with a conflict can be explained with the combination of the degree of concern for 
self (i.e., assertiveness) and concern for the other (i.e., cooperativeness) (Blake & 
Mouton, 1964; De Dreu et al., 2000; Rahim, 1983). When individuals are highly con
cerned for their own needs and those of others, they may try to engage and manage 
conflict with problem-solving attitudes to meet both parties’ needs. Individuals with 
high concern for self, but not for the other, may assert and compete to achieve one’s 
own goals out of a conflict situation. Individuals with high concern for the other and 
low concern for self would choose to accommodate the other’s wish in a given con
flict. When individuals do not have enough motives for self or the other, they may 
avoid the ongoing conflict. This last choice, conflict avoidance, is considered to be the  
least productive approach to conflict management because individuals choose not to 
engage, and the course of conflict is often not dealt with (e.g., Blake & Mouton, 1964; 
Thomas, 1976; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986). 

-

-

Conflict Avoidance 

More recent research, however, suggests that people strategically choose to avoid 
conflict for various reasons. Although research traditionally considered avoidance in 
a conflict as an “undesirable option,” scholars have reported that conflict avoidance 
can be useful and constructive, showing concern for the other’s face as well as mutual 
face and reaffirming existing relationship (Oetzel et al., 2000; Oetzel et al., 2001; Ting-
Toomey, 1988; Tjosvold & Sun, 2002; Sun & Slepian, 2020). 

Conflict avoidance behaviors were studied across various contexts including the 
workplace. Previous studies indicate that avoidance is primarily used to maintain 
work relationships (Lussier, 2010). For instance, Tjosvold and Sun (2002) surveyed 
Chinese workers and found that many managers employ avoidance strategies, includ
ing withdrawal, disengagement, accommodation, and outflanking. They report that 
the complexities of avoidance strategies and claims that the avoidance technique is 
used not only to maintain the relationship but also to be proactive to avoid retaliations  
from the other party, and to outflank the other party while maintaining the harmony. 
Additionally, the association between avoidance strategies and cooperative relation 
and productivity at the workplace is reported (Tjosvold & Sun, 2002). 

-

In addition to work relationships, later studies on conflict avoidance indicate more 
positive outcomes. For instance, in Yang and Li’s (2017) study in China, leaders’ con
flict avoidance relates to followers’ perceived trust in leaders, perceived justice, and 
emotional well-being. As the authors explain that their findings may be influenced 

-
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by their national culture, it exhibits positive effects of avoiding behaviors in conflict 
situations. Ohbuchi and Atsumi (2010) argue that avoidance in conflict situations is 
used as a strategy among organizational members. They have found that avoidance 
is effective for achieving collectivistic goals (e.g., interdependent identity, group har
mony), whereas it is ineffective for achieving individualistic goals (e.g., self-interest, 
fairness, independent identity). Their findings can explain why conflict avoidance is 
often seen in collectivistic culture. 

-

Conflict avoidance has been also reported in family contexts. The literature on fam
ily communication generally presumes that engaging in conflict is more preferrable 
than avoidance. However, Roloff and Wright (2015) suggest that individuals’ engage
ment in verbal conflict is rare in close relationships. For instance, among the romantic 
partners’ interactions, only 1% of the daily conversations of romantic partners involve 
conflict interactions, and many people tend to observe behaviors, activities, and medi
ated discussions rather than interacting for solutions directly. 

-

-

-

Additionally, Caughlin et al. (2012) claims that conflict avoidance can be functional  
in family relations, noting that conflict avoidance is seen as common tactics such as 
changing subjects or leaving the site of discussion, and can be beneficial at times, in 
particular, in toxic marital relations. Likewise, Lau (2007) found that an avoidance 
pattern of parental relationship is beneficial for well-being of children. 

Thus, although avoidance is often explained from the mere absence of concern for 
self and the other, it is not ineffective, and it can be used as a strategic approach to 
managing conflict (Small et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2012). The current study collected 
individuals’ narratives of conflict avoidance in two contexts (workplace and family), 
in order to enhance our understanding of interpersonal conflict management using 
avoidance. In the given narratives of conflict avoidance, we examined the individuals’ 
motives for avoidance, various types of avoidance behavior in a conflict situation, 
and the individuals’ perception of the impact of conflict avoidance on the existing 
relationship. We also examined the association between two types of motives and the 
choice of avoidance strategies. 

The Dual Concern Model and Conflict Avoidance 

The Dual Concern Model argues that people’s conflict management strategies can 
be predicted based on the combination of varying levels of self-concern and other 
concerns (De Dreu et al., 2000; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Rubin et al., 1994). This model 
posits that individuals have varying degrees of self-concern (i.e., the level of assertive
ness to achieve one’s own motive) as well as other-concern (i.e., the level of cooper
ativeness to achieve other’s concern) in a conflict situation. The combination of the 
two motives predicts one’s tendency to choose five major strategies: (1) problem-
solving or integration, (2) compromise, (3) competition, (4) accommodation, and 

-
-
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(5) avoidance (De Dreu, et al., 2000; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986). For instance, when one’s 
concern for both self and the other are high, a problem-solving approach will be taken,  
in an attempt to achieve a mutually acceptable agreement. When one’s concern for self  
and the other is moderately high, one may choose a compromise approach where both  
parties’ needs are moderately met. When one’s concern for self is high but concern 
for the other is low, one would likely choose a competitive approach in negotiation to 
win. If a negotiator is high in concern for the other but low in concern for self, then 
they would likely move to accommodate the other’s needs and make concessions. 
An individual with a low concern for both self and the other would likely do the bare 
minimum in the situation. The person may choose to avoid or withdraw from the 
engagement in a conflict or a negotiation, or from the situation. 

The Dual Concern Model explains conflict management well, inspired a variety of 
research studies, and is applied in various contexts (e.g., Rhoades & Carnevale, 1999). 
There have been some findings that only partially support the Dual Concern Model. 
For example, Davis et al. (2023) recently reported strong evidence in support of pre
dicting people’s tendency to engage in dominating, obliging, and integrating using 
the two dimensions of the Dual Concern Model, but no support was found for the 
avoidance style. Other research reports that gender and age affect avoidance behavior 
in conflict (e.g., Asma, 2024). These imply that an individual’s choice to avoid conflict  
is not easily explained just by low concerns for self and the other. 

-

Conflict avoidance is not the mere absence of concern for self and others, but 
rather it can be used as a strategic approach to manage conflict (Sun & Slepian, 2020; 
Thornton & Fletcher, 2024; Wang et al., 2012). These avoidance behaviors occur 
when people face unwanted conversation topics such as politics and personal issues, 
including financial status and privacy concerns (Small et al., 2024; Sun & Slepian, 
2020). Thus, individuals choose topic avoidance, a type of avoiding tactics in deal
ing with a conflict. Previous studies have reported that individuals choose to avoid 
conflict to maintain harmonious relationships (e.g., Caughlin & Afifi, 2004; Caugh
lin & Golish, 2002), to maintain relational closeness and satisfaction (e.g., Dailey & 
Palomares, 2004), or to focus on what is more important than engaging in the con
flict (e.g., Thornton & Fletcher, 2024; Zhang & Wei, 2017). Scholars have argued that 
the behavioral choice to practice topic avoidance is associated with individual and 
relational goals, and people may choose avoidance strategically to obtain relational 
bonding (Roloff & Ifert, 2000). 

-

-

-

Avoiding behavior can be motivated from a concern for the other’s face. An indi
vidual may avoid conflict to protect the other person’s face or to protect relationships, 
and this is particularly common among people who have collectivistic tendencies 
(Chen et al., 2018; Tjosvold & Sun, 2002). Chen et al. (2018) reported that managers 
who work in public sectors in China used avoiding and obliging strategies as well as 

-
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integrating strategies. These are consistent with Ting-Toomey’s (1988) position in her  
face negotiation theory that people in a group-based society tend to avoid conflicts 
to save the other’s face. Similarly, Oetzel et al. (2000) have reported that avoidance is 
selected to save the other’s face as well as mutual face. 

The current study, therefore, attempted to enhance the understanding of one’s 
motives (i.e., concern for self and the other) for avoidance behavior in a conflict sit
uation by examining participants’ narratives of conflict avoidance experience. Thus, 
we proposed the following research questions: 

-

Research Question 1: What are (a) topics, (b) interactants, and (c) avoiding strate
gies reported by individuals who experienced conflict avoidance in the workplace 
and with family? 

-

Research Question 2: How are the concerns for self and the other manifested in 
the conflict avoidance narratives, and how are they associated with conflict 
avoidance? 

Research Question 3: What do the participants report as the impact of conflict 
avoidance at work and in family? 

Methods 

A total of 150 undergraduate students from two state universities in the Southern 
region of the United States participated in this study. About half (n = 74; 49%) of the 
participants were from the Mid-South, and the rest were from the Southeast (n = 76; 
51%). There were more female (n = 97; 65%) than male (n = 47; 31%) participants, 
and about 10% of the participants (n = 11) did not report their sex. Their ages ranged 
from 18 to 56 years old (M = 23.6, SD = 7.52). Most of them were white/European 
American (n = 109; 73%), followed by Black/African American (n = 24; 16%), Asian/ 
Asian Americans (n = 7; 5%), Hispanic/Latino Americans (n = 1; 0.7%), and Ameri
can Indian/Alaska Native (n = 1; 0.7%), while the rest of the participants (n = 11; 7%) 
did not report their ethnicity. 

-

This study employed an online survey questionnaire to ask for participants’ con
flict experience of avoiding conflict at work and/or conflict with family. The survey 
started with a definition of conflict avoidance—“not directly engaging in a conflict 
or actively withdrawing from a conflict situation.” Avoiding conflict can be shown in 
various actions, such as by not responding, not communicating, shifting the topic, 
walking away, or physically avoiding or ignoring the person or the relationship. The 
survey also included two established measurements: (a) the Taking Conflict Person
ally Scale (Hample & Dallinger, 1995) and (b) the Vertical/Horizontal Individual
ism and Collectivism Scale (Singelis et al., 1995). The current paper’s emphasis is 

-

-
-



   230 | DIFFICULT NEIGHBORHOODS 

on the avoidance of narrative analyses and includes an analysis of these measures. 
After obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), we recruited 
participants from communication classes in two universities by offering extra credit 
by each instructor. 

After reading the definition of conflict avoidance, participants were asked if they 
have experienced conflict avoidance at work and in the family. Participants had to 
select yes or no to this question. The participants who answered yes were then asked 
to recall a previous experience of conflict avoidance in the workplace and in the family.  
In each context, participants are asked to report their experience of conflict avoidance  
in four categories: (a) conflict interactant, (b) conflict topic, (c) conflict avoidance 
tactics used, and (d) avoidance motivations. Their narratives were coded by two 
trained research assistants using the following five categories: (a) who was involved 
in the conflict that they avoided, (b) what the conflict was about, (c) how they avoided  
the conflict situation, (d) their reasons for conflict avoidance, and (e) the impact of 
conflict avoidance on their relationship. These categories are created to understand 
the conflict avoidance motivations employing a modified version of Cupach and his 
colleague’s conflict analysis framework involving distal and proximal contexts and 
outcomes (Cupach et al., 2009). 

Using the mixed data coding process described by Saldana (2021), the descriptive 
coding (i.e., coding of a word, a short phrase, or a basic topic) and structural coding 
(i.e., coding of topics of inquiry in relation to specific research question in a study) 
methods were employed to rate the conflict interactant, conflict topics, and conflict 
avoidance. Specifically for the reasons of conflict avoidance, we created categories 
based on the previous research literatures as a framework for guiding initial coding 
categories (Sun & Slepian, 2020; Wang et al., 2012). Intercoder reliability scores for 
each category were calculated using the 25.3% (n = 38) of the sample. All reliabilities 
were satisfactory: Conflict interactant (α = .80), conflict topic (α = .76), conflict avoid
ance tactics (α = .84), and avoidance motivations (α = .78). 

-

Additionally, participants reported their levels of self and other concerns in regard 
to the conflict avoidance experience that they had reported by responding to the five 
items with a four-point Likert scale from 1 = not at all, 2 = just a little, 3 = somewhat, to  
4= a lot. Examples are: When you avoided this specific conflict, how much have you 
considered the following? Self-concern included my time, my energy, my emotion, 
my impression, and what I gain from this conflict, and other concerns were measured 
with the other person’s time, the other person’s energy, the other person’s impression, 
and what the other person gained from your avoidance. These self and other con
cerns in two contexts yielded high reliability, reported self-concern for the workplace 
conflict avoidance, α = .76, other-concern for the workplace conflict avoidance, α = 
.85, self-concern for family conflict avoidance, α = .84, and other-concern for family 
conflict avoidance, α = .90. 

-
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Results 

Preliminary Analysis 
Out of the 150 participants, most participants (85%) reported having experienced 
conflict avoidance in both workplace and family contexts. In the workplace, 136 par
ticipants (91%) reported experiencing conflict avoidance, 14 participants (9%) stated 
that they had not experienced conflict avoidance, and one (0.6%) did not respond. In 
the family context, 118 participants (79%) reported conflict avoidance in the family, 34  
participants (23%) had not experienced conflict avoidance, and four participants (3%)  
did not respond. When we asked participants to report their experiences of conflict 
avoidance, many of them could think of an experience of avoidance. Those who could  
not or did not report conflict avoidance are those who could not think of anything or 
those who reported active engagement of a conflict instead of avoidance. 

-

Findings from the Conflict Avoidance Narratives 
We answer the first research question by reporting the frequency of the participants’ 
avoiding experience regarding (a) interactants, (b) topics, and (c) avoidance strategies  
used in the workplace and family contexts, respectively, in the following sections. 

Conflict Avoidance in the Workplace 
Interactants. For the conflict interactant at work, four categories were created: 
coworker, boss/supervisor, subordinate, and the other category. After completing 
the coding, we added an extra category of multiple parties to our coding, since many 
participants reported such situations. Out of the 136 conflict avoidance narratives, the 
interactants in the conflict situation were their coworker (n = 56; 41%), boss/super
visor (n = 38; 28%), multiple parties (n = 15; 11%), subordinate (n = 7; 5%), and other 
(n = 20; 15%). The other category included participants such as customers, clients, or 
coworkers in different divisions. The multiple parties included more than two parties,  
such as a subordinate and a coworker. 

-

Topic. The participants avoided conflict about job or task allocation (n = 50,  
38.2%), rules and ethics (n  = 28, 21.4%), opinions and reviews (n  = 21, 16%), work  
progress (n =17, 13%), relationship (n = 10, 7.6%), and other topics (n = 5, 3.8%). The  
job and task allocation refers to the conflict regarding the division and assignment  
of a shared task. The rules and ethics category refers to the conflict in the inter
pretation of company regulations or the perception of ethical standards at work.  
Work progress refers to a conflict about the timeline and scheduling relating to the  
shared tasks that they have to work on. Relationship refers to a conflict about the  
interpersonal relationship. The other topics refers to any other conflict issues that  
did not fit in to other categories such as how to talk to a customer, or how to navigate  
a complaint. 

-
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Avoidance strategies. The avoidance strategies used in the workplace were coded 
with the following categories: (a) leaving the job or terminating the relationships, (b) 
withdrawing from the responsibility temporarily, (c) avoiding interaction temporar
ily, (d) appealing to third parties (e.g., supervisor, coworker), (e) keeping the status 
quo and accepting as is. Leaving a job or terminating the relationship indicates that 
a participant’s choice to quit their job or to terminate work relations to avoid a con
flict at work. Withdrawing from the responsibility temporarily refers to a participant’s 
choice to disengage from a role, specific tasks, or work to avoid a conflict. Avoiding an 
interaction temporarily indicates to avoiding the specific individual(s) involved in a 
conflict temporarily. Appealing to third party refers to a person not engaging directly 
but asking a third party such as a coworker or a supervisor to intervene. Lastly, keeping  
the status quo is to choose to not to engage in a specific conflict while maintaining 
the current situation, even though a person may not be happy about the situation. 
Although we requested participants to report their avoidance behavior, some of their 
narratives unexpectedly showed engagement, such as confronting them after taking 
some time. Thus, an additional category of (f) not avoiding was added for such cases. 
The frequency of these five categories were: no contact or terminating the association  
(n = 9; 7.1%), avoiding interaction temporarily (n = 51; 40.2%), appealing to the third 
party (n = 19; 15%), keeping the status quo and accepting as is (n = 35; 27.6%), and not 
avoiding or other (n = 13; 10.2%). 

-

-

Conflict Avoidance with Family 
Interactant. For the conflict interactant at family conflict, we created four categories: 
family, parents, siblings, child, and other family members. The multiple party option 
was added since a few participants reported different combinations of such conflict 
avoidance experience. Out of the 118 conflict avoidances reported, the interactants 
were parents (n = 61; 51.7%), siblings (n = 19; 16.1%), multiple parties (among family 
members) (n = 19; 16.1%), child (daughter/son) (n = 1; 0.7%), and other family mem
bers (i.e., extended family, grandparents, relatives) (n = 20; 15.3%). Multiple parties 
refer to cases where more than two individuals, such as a mother and an aunt, are 
reported. 

-

Topic. Conflict topics avoided in the family context included daily life in family  
(n = 25; 23.6%), personality (n  = 25; 23.6%), social relation (e.g., dating) (n = 13; 8.7%), 
money and finance topic (e.g., tuition payment) (n = 13; 8.7%), opinions (e.g., politics)  
(n = 11; 7.3%), work, career, and education (n = 9; 6%), and other (n = 10; 6.7%). The 
daily life in a family refers to disagreements about daily behaviors such as cooking or 
watching television. Personality refers to a conflict regarding a family member’s habit 
or individual idiosyncrasy such as gossiping or complaining too frequently. Social 
relation refers to a conflict about a family member’s choice of social life, hanging out 
with a specific group of people, or going out too much. Money and finance topic refers  
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to the conflict regarding how money is spent or handled. Opinions refers to a conflict 
regarding family members’ political views or social opinions. Work, career, and educa
tion category deals with a conflict about family members’ choice or decision regarding  
where to study or not study, where to work or not work. 

-

Avoidance strategies. The avoidance strategies in the family context were coded 
with the following created categories: (a) no contact or terminating the association, 
(b) avoiding interaction temporarily, (c) appealing to the third party, (d) keeping the 
status quo and accepting as is. In addition, we have added (e) not avoiding because, 
similar to the workplace context, some participants also reported indirect engagement  
as their conflict avoidance with family. The frequency of these six categories were: 
(a) no contact or terminating the association (n = 5; 4.7%), (b) avoiding interaction 
temporarily (n = 81; 75.7%), (c) appealing to the third party (n = 3; 2.8%), (d) keeping 
the status quo and accepting as is (n = 12; 11.2%), and (e) not avoiding or other (n = 6; 
5.6%). No contact or terminating the relationship indicates that a participant’s choice 
to choose not to be in touch with or to terminate association with the specific person 
to avoid a conflict. Avoiding an interaction temporarily refers to not getting in touch 
with the specific family member(s) who are involved in a conflict temporarily. Appeal
ing to third party refers to a person not engaging directly but asking a third party such 
as a grandmother or a priest to intervene. Lastly, keeping the status quo is to choose 
to not to engage in a specific conflict while maintaining the current situation, even 
though a person may not be happy about the situation. 

-

Motivations for Avoidance 
To answer the second research question, we report the frequency of two concerns 
(i.e., concern for self and concern for the other) in the conflict situation at work and 
with family, respectively. The mean score of self-concern (M = 3.0, SD = .71)  was 
higher than that of other-concern (M = 2.3, SD = .94) in the workplace. A similar 
pattern was observed in the family context, with self-concern (M = 3.1, SD .86) and 
other-concern (M = 2.7, SD = 1.0). The variance was highest in the other concern in 
family, and smallest in the self-concern at work (see Table 1). 

Motivations for avoidance in the workplace. Most participants reported that  
avoidance was selected because of their high self-concern (n = 86; 67.2%). About  
one-fifth of participants reported having both self and other concerns (n = 24; 18.8%), 
and one-tenth of participants reported high other concerns (n = 12; 9.4%). Only less  
than one-tenth of participants (n = 6; 4.7%) reported neither concern for self nor  
the other. 

Motivations for avoidance with family. Many participants (n = 59; 57.8%) 
reported that the choice was from their high self-concern. About one-fifth of partici
pants reported having both self and other concerns (n = 22; 21.6%), and one-tenth of 
participants reported high other concerns (n = 14; 13.7%). Only less than one-tenth 

-



   234 | DIFFICULT NEIGHBORHOODS 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Two Concerns at Work and in Family 

of participants (n = 7; 6.9%) reported having motivations for conflict avoidance that 
did not include concerns for self or the other. 

Two Motives and Avoidance Tactics 
A chi-square test was conducted to examine if the two types of motives differentiate 
the avoidance strategy choices in the workplace. The result was not significant in the 
workplace context (χ2 (12, 124) = 7.30, p = .837). Likewise, another chi-square test was  
run to examine if the two types of motives differentiate to use the avoidance strategy 
in conflict avoidance with family. The results also indicated no significant difference 
between the type of motives and the avoidance strategy in the family context (χ2 (12, 
102) = 18.36, p  = .105). The association between two types of motives (self and other 
concerns) with avoidance strategies can be seen in two figures (See Figure 1 and 2). 

Impact of Avoidance on Relationships 
Research question three asked what the participants report as the impact of conflict 
avoidance at work and in family. Participants in the current study reported conflict 
avoidance narratives at work and in family. They were asked how they perceive the 
impact of avoiding conflict on their work relationship and interpersonal relationship 
in family. 

Impact on relationships at work. Participants were asked if their relationship with  
the person involved in the conflict has changed in terms of its closeness and contact. 
Roughly one-third of participants reported that the relationship had ended with no 
further contact (n = 41; 27.3%). The remaining individuals reported having moderately  
negative impacts, including “more distant” relationships (n = 23; 15.3%) and “limited 
contacts” (n = 17; 11.3%) after the conflict avoidance. This indicates that participants’ 
choice of conflict avoidance resulted in negative relational consequences—either no 
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Fig 1. Bar graph of workplace conflict avoidance strategies and two concerns 

Fig 2. Bar graph of family conflict avoidance strategies and two concerns 

further contact, limited contact, or more distant contact for the majority of the time 
(n = 81; 53.9%). On the other hand, the other half of the individuals who avoided the 
conflict reported either a positive impact stating “relationship has increased closeness”  
(n = 7; 4.7%) or a neutral impact, stating that “the relationship has remained the same”  
(n =38; 25.3%). 

Impact on relationships in family. When asked about avoidance’s impact on 
relationships in the family, the majority of the participants reported a neutral or pos
itive impact. Participants stated that the relationship has “remained the same” (n =51; 

-
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34%) or “increased closeness” (n = 26; 17.3%) after they avoided a conflict. Only a 
few reported that the relationship has “ended with no further contact” (n = 2; 3.3%) 
or that the relationship ended with “limited contacts” (n = 2; 1.3%), while others 
reported that the “relationship got more distant” (n  = 21; 14%). A majority of partici
pants reported that conflict avoidance in family contexts resulted in either neutral or 
positive relationship outcomes (n =77; 51.3%). 

-

Discussion 

The current study examined the participants’ narratives of conflict avoidance epi
sodes in the workplace and with family. The Dual Concern Model (e.g., De Dreu 
et al., 2000) implies that avoidance is an undesirable strategy, as explained with low 
concern for self and the other. This perception is partly due to the strong emphasis 
on engagement and constructive management of conflict, as many people perceive 
conflict avoidance as an ineffective strategy (e.g., Gross & Guerrero, 2000). Although 
we may perceive avoidance as undesirable, the majority of participants (91% at work 
and 79% in family) in the current study reported using conflict avoidance. 

-

At work, individuals reported avoiding conflict on topics such as task allocation, 
rules/ethics, opinions/reviews, work processes, and work relationships. Participants 
reported avoiding conflict with their coworkers, supervisors, subordinates, and multi
ple parties at a time. In family, individuals reported avoiding conflict on topics such as 
daily life issues, work/career/education choices, personality, social relations, money/ 
finance issues, and attitudes/opinions. Participants avoided conflict with parents, sib
lings, children, other extended family members, and multiple parties at a time. 

-

-

Participants reported using a variety of avoidance strategies ranging from terminat
ing the contact/relationship, temporarily avoiding interaction, pretending the issues 
do not exist (accepting the status quo), or appealing to a third party. This indicates 
that many people use conflict avoidance as a strategy of their choice both in the work
place and with family. Our results were consistent with previous studies that reported 
strategic use of avoidance in dealing with conflicts (e.g., Cai & Fink, 2002; Kim & 
Leung, 2000; Sun & Slepian, 2020). 

-

-

Regarding the association between avoidance tactics and self and other concerns, 
there were no significant results in the current study. Although it was nonsignificant, 
many of the avoidance strategies co-occur with both high level of self-concern and 
other-concern. This indicates that the low concern for self and the other is not nec
essarily the needed condition for the avoidance tactic. Even though the significance 
results are not reported, the presence of self and other concerns can be motivations 
for the choice of conflict avoidance. 

-

Additionally, our results showed the complexity of avoidance tactics. For instance, 
some participants reported appealing to a third party as one of their avoidance 
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strategies. Appealing to a third party can be considered as an avoidance tactic because 
this person avoided facing another party directly. It can be said, however, that a certain  
level of conflict engagement still exists, depending on the level of involvement pro
vided by the third party. Likewise, some participants reported that they would avoid 
the other individual temporarily. If individuals later confront each other, this can be 
considered an engagement after taking a break. Individuals may be temporarily avoid
ing the other person in conflict, although this can be considered as a case of conflict 
engagement over time. 

-

-

Notably, participants reported a diverse range of impacts of avoidance in relation
ships. The impact of avoidance in family contexts resulted in rather positive and neu
tral relational outcomes, while at work the majority of people reported that the impact  
of conflict avoidance at work is met with rather negative relational outcomes such as 
terminating the relationship, limiting contact, or distancing. The participants inten
tionally select avoiding strategies when relationships are valued or permanent such 
as with family members. The avoidance strategy may be conveniently used in family 
contexts where the relationship is more permanent and is expected to survive conflict 
negotiation, rather than in the workplace where relationships can be transitory. This 
result may give us insights as to when an avoidance strategy can be effective or mean
ingful. As previous studies have reported, avoidance tactics can result in focusing on 
other important issues (e.g., Thornton & Flechter, 2024). 

-
-

-

-

Limitations/Suggestions for Future Studies 

There are several limitations to the current study. The current data are from a small 
number of college students in the southern regions of the United States. In addition, 
we solicited conflict avoidance experiences in only two contexts, workplace and 
family, but did not consider other contexts of interpersonal conflict such as personal 
friends and neighbors. The participants of the study were college students, and they 
may have had limited work experience to report in this study. Since we are providing 
quantitative analyses of avoidance narratives, we failed to provide in-depth interpre
tations of each conflict avoidance narrative. For instance, in the current study, we 
did not consider the intensity levels of avoidance in this study, because our purpose 
was to examine the types of avoiding behaviors in their conflict avoidance narratives. 
However, we have found that some avoiding behaviors are stronger than others. For 
instance, a relationship termination can be viewed as a higher level of avoidance than 
avoiding interaction temporarily, avoiding specific topics, or pretending the issue does  
not exist by not taking any actions. Consideration of avoidance tactics in terms of their  
intensity may contribute to a deeper understanding of avoidance strategies. Addition
ally, the current study failed to account for the participants’ shift with their strategies. 
A longitudinal study examining the continuum of engagement and avoidance on a 

-

-
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timeline may provide a better understanding. Additionally, we believe that further 
exploration of avoidance types and their intensity might be helpful in advancing this 
important research area. 

Conclusion 

The current study examined the narrative analyses of participants’ experiences of 
conflict avoidance in family and at work. Their responses were coded in terms of 
topic, interactants, avoidance behaviors, motivations for avoidance, and its impact 
on relationships. This study provides a snapshot of people’s avoidance behaviors at 
work. Additionally, participants report how avoiding conflict in the family is associ
ated more so with positive or neutral relational outcomes, while avoiding conflict at 
work is met with negative relational outcomes. Consistent with the previous studies, 
conflict avoidance was not associated with low concern for self and the other, as the 
Dual Concern Model posits, but rather with high concern for self. These results indi
cate that avoidance is not the mere absence of concern for self and the other, but it 
can be considered a strategic approach to managing conflict. The further analysis on 
conflict avoidance may be meaningful for understanding constructive ways of dealing 
with conflict in the family and at work. 

-

-
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GIFference Conflict? 

The Use of GIFs Among Generations 

Abstract 

GIFs (short for Graphics Interchange Format) are image animated-format files, which  
are typically used to express humor or other emotions, mainly by referencing memes 
or memorable tropes from TV shows and movies. The format is currently deemed 
passé and apparently doomed to vanish from the public domain and popular use. This  
seems to permeate the web, where it is also emphasized that there appears to be a gen
erational divide reflecting polarized attitude to using animated GIFs, with the young
est users claiming that GIFs are dated, “cringe,” and good only for baby boomers and 
millennials. However, an examination of numerous websites and personal exchanges 
of TMC participants seems to call that claim into question. The present paper aims 
to address conflicting views on using GIFs by members of various generations, as well 
as to explore the communicative potential they offer in specific, emotionally-charged 
exchanges. The evidence was collected via two quantitative instruments (two online 
surveys, with 66 and 22 participants respectively), and one qualitative instrument (a 
personal interview with a single interviewee). The findings indicate that the use of 
GIFs has become largely generationalized; nonetheless, they are still used communi
catively by the general public. One of the contexts where GIFs are still functional is 
when they are used as a response in a (TMC) argument or conflict situation, where 
such files substitute for an actual verbal reaction (Quantitative Instrument 2). Respon
dents in Online Survey 1, i.e., members of the youngest generational cohort, use the 
formula slightly less frequently, but they do not hold any substantial negative feelings 
toward GIFs. For baby boomers, they provide a means to develop and sustain inter
personal relations. Therefore, the data gathered appear to suggest that even though 
this specific format has possibly lost some of its former currency, the probability of 
GIFs causing (intergenerational) misunderstandings and conflict is rather remote. 

-
-

-

-

-

Keywords:  GIFs, TMC communication, i ntergenerational conflict, emotional response 
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“A GIF—which is short for Graphics Interchange Format—is an image file. GIFs, 
unlike other image formats, are frequently animated” (Heinzman, 2019, para.1). Char
acteristically, they are often used to express humor or a plethora of emotions, mainly 
through referencing memes or memorable tropes from TV shows and movies. For 
several years now, the format appears to have been deemed not modern and is appar
ently doomed to disappear from public use. This view is also extensively propagated 
on the web, not least so by big companies crucially invested in the business (e.g., 
Giphy). In a September 16, 2022, article published by the The Guardian, “‘Gifs are 
cringe’: How Giphy’s multimillion-dollar business fell out of fashion,” for example, 
Alex Hern maintains that there appears to be a generational demarcation line in terms  
of who is still in favor of using animated GIFs, with the youngest users claiming GIFs 
are dated, cringe, and good only for baby boomers and millennials. 

-

-

Yet, there is evidence to challenge this claim. GIFs are used still on a variety of 
websites of different provenance and themes, as well as in personal exchanges of 
 technology-mediated communication (TMC) participants. While it may be true that 
the use of GIFs has become largely generationalized, they are still used communica
tively in a number of contexts, for example, as a response in an (TMC) argument or 
conflict situation, where they substitute for an actual verbal reaction. 

-

It is such issues that the present paper aims to address, namely, the conflicting 
views on using GIFs by members of various generations, as well as exploring the clear 
potential to keep them functional in specific, emotionally-charged communicative 
exchanges. Evidence collected through two surveys and a semi-structured interview 
appears to suggest that this specific format is possibly slightly less popular than previ
ously, nonetheless the concerns for GIFs causing (intergenerational) misunderstand
ings and conflict are unfounded. This is the thread we would like to explore to be able 
to demonstrate that GIFs may not be as dead as it has been suggested. 

-
-

The paper is structured in the following manner: after an introduction to the for
mat known as a GIF and a discussion of GIF types and characteristic uses, the study 
follows. It represents a mixed quantitative-qualitative methodology design, with 
three distinct instruments used to collect the data. These comprise: an online survey 
into GIFs use among the younger population cohort (Quantitative Instrument 1), a 
case study of GIF use among baby boomers, based on a semi-structured interview 
with one subject (Qualitative Instrument 1), and a mini online survey among Gen X 
female TMC participants (Quantitative Instrument 2). The research questions can 
be worded as follows: 

-

RQ1: Is there a distinct unwillingness to use the GIF format in TMC contexts in the 
group of young people? 

RQ2: If so, for what reasons? 
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RQ2: Is there still a potential for GIFs to be used by members of generations other 
than Gen Z? 

RQ4: If so, in what manners and for what reasons? 

The analysis and discussion of the results conclude the paper. 

GIFs in Online Communication 

Graphics Interchange Formats (GIFs) represent a kind of format that utilizes ani
mated images or soundless videos which are looped. These looped animations of 
embodied actions are often derived from movies, television, and other forms of mul
timedia such as YouTube. The feature was created in 1987 by CompuServe engineer 
Steve Wilhite and promptly became an ideal way of adding visual content and move
ment to a website at a time of the early, less advanced web (Miltner & Highfield, 2017). 

-

-

-

In the modern age, they are an ever-present form of self-expression that is most 
often used as, but not limited to, a means of communication. “GIFs are now ubiqui
tous in contemporary Internet-based communicative environments, including text 
messaging, email, social media, dating apps, and workplace management software 
(Miltner & Highfield, 2017, p. 4). GIFs are meant to help with expression of vari
ous emotional states, actions, and reactions in a way that engages the viewer (Liz R., 
2023, para. 2–5) and are seen as a suitable resource to generate emotionality precisely 
because they can represent a plethora of feelings (Rúa-Hidalgo et al., 2021). Their pop
ularity can be attributed to their ability to engage the viewer with captivating visuals 
and ability to convey ideas and emotions in an effective manner (Liz R., 2023, para. 
6–7). Therefore, one of the most common communicative affordances of GIFs is the 
performance of affect. Tolins and Samermit (2016, p. 76) claim that “the use of GIFs 
presents the reproduced action as the texter’s current embodied action, which would 
otherwise be prohibited by the written format”. In this sense, GIFs help define how 
people act on everyday experiences, and how these affective performances are further  
shaped and augmented. People use GIFs as embodied enactments to display their 
affective stances to prior text as well as depict a potential action that emphasizes that 
stance (Tolins & Samermit, 2016). In this way, in technology-mediated communica
tion the format may function as surrogate for verbal as well as nonverbal signals, e.g., 
phonic gestures, smiling, nodding, looking confused, normally found in face-to-face 
conversations. Tolins and Samermit (2016, p. 88) point out that GIFs generally orig
inate from source material on the internet or in visual media, arising from internet 
culture, and thus they interact across mediums, yet they are considered most suc
cessful in their discursive appeal when the original source is ignored in the light of 
widespread distribution. 

-

-

-

-

-

-
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Therefore, in communication GIFs serve a similar role as memes and emojis—they  
are used as an enhancement for communication by underlining emotions contained 
in a given conversation, frequently adding the element of humor. As GIFs use multiple  
semiotic utterances (language, image, video), they, similarly to memes, are intertex
tual and interdiscursive, borrowing from other texts and references while displaying 
a new message, and implicitly combining various language conventions (discourses, 
styles, and genres) in order to convey a new message in creative ways (Wagener, 2020). 

-

GIFs are used by individuals in order to not only express a view of the world draw
ing on pop culture references (like memes) but also appear in contexts where 
reenactments of emotions and mental states need to be communicated within 
interactions. (Wagener, 2020, p. 839) 

-

They are a perfect tool for expressing a lot of information with the least effort, and in 
addition, they do it in an engaging manner, and are “a good tool for sensory appeal 
through the use of movement, color and repetition” (Rúa-Hidalgo et al., 2021). 

As a nonverbal form of communication, GIFs may occasionally introduce ambi
guity, thus causing the viewer to misinterpret the intention of the sender. As Jiang 
et al. (2018, p. 5) warn “while GIFs’ capacity for multiple meanings and cultural refer
ences make them an appealing media to use, these same characteristics also introduce  
potential for miscommunication”, so that grounding in participants’ communication 
may be both positively and negatively impacted by the particular GIFs used. Just like 
other forms of TMC, they convey significantly less contextual cues, which makes it 
harder for a viewer to fully interpret the message. However, the scarcity of contex
tual cues does not pose a big problem in cases of prolonged use of such a form of 
communication. Over time using and interpreting GIFs becomes easier, as the users 
usually build a relationship and can better understand what cues they should look for, 
possibly making this form of TMC a more efficient way of communicating than even 
face-to-face communication ( Jiang et al., 2018, pp. 2-3). 

-

-

-

Two main types of GIFs can be distinguished (Tolins & Sammermit, 2016; Church 
et al., 2023): the idea-expressing GIF and the reaction GIF. The former is used to 
report news, to convey more elaborate speeches or to simply present data. The latter 
category is a bit more complex, having three distinct sub-varieties: actual, hypothet
ical, and argumentative. 

-

An actual reaction GIF demonstrates a feeling that the user is experiencing in the 
moment as a response to something said. [...] The hypothetical reaction GIF can be  
used in situations where the user wishes to portray an emotion that they would 
feel in a hypothetical situation, known on Tumblr as MRW(My Reaction When) 
and HIFW (How I Feel When) situations [...]. The least-recognized reaction GIF 
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within the literature is the argumentative reaction GIF, which is essentially used as 
a means of arguing. (Church et al., 2023, p. 3) 

A slightly different distinction is found at the Superpixel website (SuperpixelSG, 
2022) as well as in Yao (2018). They recognize, maybe as the most well-known genre, 
the Reaction GIFs, which primary function is to express reactions and feelings. They 
tend to focus on portraying a single emotion to encapsulate the state of mind of the 
person that sends it in order to avoid using a plethora of words to do the same thing 
(Yao, 2018, para. 12). Film and television are the sectors most responsible for the 
content shown in most reaction GIFs. Outside of Hollywood, such GIFs are used in 
online marketing by replacing textual responses with animations. Reaction GIFs are 
also often used to add weight and substance to a user’s online comment. Additionally, 
they are meant to focus on the visuals instead of their potential intricacies of meaning.  
They are supposed to provide the viewer with a quick reaction of connecting the 
visuals to the attitude of the sender, and although it often proves to be efficient, it can 
also lead to misunderstandings (Sasamoto, 2023, p. 408). 

The Cinemagraph GIF, which is essentially a hybrid of photography and animation,  
has a quiet, peaceful quality since they only include one or two elements, usually slight  
areas of motion, such as distant waterfalls or city streets. Because of its professional 
appearance and peaceful tone, travel and fashion industries use cinemagraph GIF. 

In contrast, the Perfect-loop GIF is more lively, being a recording of an event that 
has been smoothly and seamlessly looped to provide users with satisfying visuals, 
which can be used in almost any type of digital content, making it more dynamic 
( Jitter, 2022). They are distinct from the fourth subcategory, the Technical GIF, the 
job of which is to transform dull data into interesting information. This type of GIF is 
particularly convenient for marketers who wish to integrate data, diagrams, or graphs 
into product descriptions (SuperpixelSG, 2022). 

The way that a GIF is made can also differ, with three main types being the most 
prevalent—video-based GIFs, animation-based GIFs and GIF stickers. Video based 
GIFs are created out of short clips of popular films, TV series or any other kind of 
video. Animation-based GIFs are made with the use of illustrations that are animated 
with the use of additional software. GIF stickers are similar to animation-based GIFs, 
as they are made out of animated illustrations, with the main difference being that 
they possess transparent backgrounds (Giflytics, n.d.). 

The ability to easily engage viewers made GIFs a perfect tool for marketing. Younger  
internet users are drawn to this kind of promotion as they can quickly comprehend 
the idea behind a given product without reading its description. In marketing, GIFs 
are cheaper than more elaborate forms of promotion like videos, they load quicker, 
and their playful nature helps humanize the brand that decides to use them (Liz R., 



   246 | DIFFICULT NEIGHBORHOODS 

2023, para. 12). This use testifies to the versatility of the format and underscores func
tions unrelated to textual communication. 

-

The Study 

The study reported on in this paper is based on three research instruments: an online 
survey among Gen Z (Quantitative Instrument 1), aiming to identify certain observ
able regularities pertaining to GIF use in this age group; a semi-structured interview 
with a member of the baby boomer generation, who is an avid enthusiast of using a 
very specific type of the format (Qualitative Instrument 1), and an online mini-survey  
probing the use of reaction/argumentative GIFs among female Gen Xers (Quantita
tive Instrument 2). The research was conducted independently for each instrument, 
and the results analysis is a synthesis of the outcomes that transpired. The results are 
discussed in the following subsections. 

-

-

Do Young People Still Use GIFs in TMC: Quantitative Instrument 1 
The use of GIFs in technology-mediated communication (TMC) has become a sig
nificant aspect of digital interactions. However, questions remain about the extent to 
which young people incorporate GIFs into their communication practices, the rea
sons behind their use or avoidance, and their general perception of this medium. To 
address these inquiries, as defined in RQ1 and RQ2, a survey was conducted among 
66 participants, initially from undefined diverse age groups, to examine their habits 
and opinions regarding GIF usage in TMC. 

-

-

The questionnaire1 consisted of 11 questions: 5 single-choice closed questions, 5 
multiple-choice questions, and 1 open-ended question. Several of the multiple-choice  
questions included an “Other” option, making them semi-open. The survey was dis
tributed online via Google Forms and promoted among friends and acquaintances, 
with a “snowball effect” encouraged for further participation. It was open from Sep
tember 11–September 13, 2024. Let us begin by presenting the basic facts about our 
respondents. 

-

-

The survey was responded to by 66 participants. Among the four provided age 
groups, the majority of respondents (97%—64 people) belonged to the younger dig
ital generation, consisting of individuals under 26 years old. The remaining partici
pants (3%—2 people) were between 44 and 60 years old. No respondents fell within 
the 27–43 or above 60 age groups. It therefore transpires that the largest group of 64 
respondents fall into the desired age cohort, commonly labeled as Gen Z (Shorey et 

-
-

1.  The questionnaire is located in Appendix A at the end of the text. 
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al., 2021). This is, as of now, the second youngest of the age groups, born between 1997  
and 2012 (Slepian et al., 2024). 

Among the 66 individuals who participated in the survey, a total of 40 (60.6%) 
respondents were female, making up the majority of the sample. Approximately 30% 
of the participants (22 people) were male, whereas four respondents (6.1%) selected 
the third option, “other,” indicating a diverse range of gender identities within the 
sample. 

The following two questions investigated the respondents’ participation in TMC, 
and the potential use of GIFs while engaged in online communication. Nearly all 
respondents—63 out of 66—confirmed their participation in TMC, which highlights  
its widespread usage among those surveyed and suggesting that digital communica
tion tools are an integral part of their daily interactions. Slepian et al. (2024) observe 
that for Gen Z the digitally dominant world is the primary point of reference, with 
technology, smartphones, and the internet constantly on hand. Dimock (2019) adds 
that these youngsters have been growing up in an “always on” technological environ
ment, and this is why TMC is a regular fixture for them. 

-

-

What is of more relevance for the present paper is that a substantial proportion 
of respondents (80.3%—53 people) reported actively incorporating GIFs into their 
digital conversations. However, 13 participants (19.7%) indicated that they do not use 
GIFs at all. 

Among those who actively use GIFs, the primary recipients are friends (77.3%—51 
people), romantic partners (37.9%—25 people), and family members (43.9%—29 
people). Only a few participants (12.1%—8 people) admitted to using GIFs when 
communicating with strangers. This was a multiple-choice question, allowing respon
dents to select more than one category of recipients, which is why the total percentage  
exceeds 100%. The answers reflect the diverse contexts in which GIFs are shared. 

-

In the previous question, 13 respondents stated that they do not use GIFs, while 
only 12 made the same declaration in this question. This discrepancy suggests that one  
respondent may have changed their answer after seeing the available options, possibly  
due to a lack of full understanding of the previous question, which did not include a 
practical example. 

Additionally, a few respondents introduced new response options in the survey, 
namely: “posts” (1.5%—1 person), “only on Discord to a friend” (1.5%—1 person), and  
“coworkers” (1.5%—1 person). 

The study revealed different motivations for using GIFs in TMC. In another 
multiple-choice question, participants could select more than one reason from the 
ones provided or could offer their own insights. According to the two most common 
responses, 48 people (72.7%) use GIFs to make conversations more fun, while 42 peo
ple (63.6%) use GIFs as a medium to express their authentic reactions. The third group  
consists of 9 respondents (13.6%) who claim to use GIFs “to break the long chain of 

-
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Fig 1. “If you do not use GIFs, why?” 

written messages,” suggesting that GIFs have a tension-reducing value in TMC. Sim
ilarly to previous questions, new answer options were added to highlight the humor
ous value of the medium, with 3% (2 people) selecting this option. The remaining 12 
participants (18.2%) still claim not to use GIFs in their TMC communications. 

-
-

The next question was designed to establish the reasons against using GIFs. The 
answers revealed several of them, including among those who actually use them, even 
if only occasionally. Due to the multiple-choice format, which leads to overlapping 
answers, it is impossible to derive an exact percentage for the general result. Figure 1 
below shows the breakout of provided options. 

The chart depicts only the answers based on the options originally provided in 
the questionnaire, while the table below lists the additional insights provided by the 
respondents, categorized into several sub-motives. 

Table 1 includes the contributions submitted in the rubric “other”, categorized for 
common themes, developed inductively through data-driven coding (Kuckartz, 2019,  
p. 184), as the focus of the paper is on interpreting and understanding patterns and 
trends, and not just on quantifying the occurrence of certain words (Oberoi, 2025). 

Apart from people who use GIFs, either often or rarely (as seen in responses such 
as “My messages are full of GIFs” and “I use GIFs sometimes,” representing 16.5% or 
11 people), many participants shared reasons for not using them. These include: “they 
are too distracting” (1.5%, 1 person), “they take too long to load” (9.1%, 6 people), “I 
prefer text and emojis over GIFs” (21.2%, 14 people), and “sending them is too much 
trouble” (12.1%, 8 people). 

The question about the favorite type of GIFs was multiple choice, another one where  
respondents could mark several options among those provided. The survey responses  
reveal clear trends in GIF preferences. Meme GIFs, based on internet trends, turn out  
to be the most popular, preferred by 45 respondents (68.2%). Reaction GIFs, used to  
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Table 1. “Other” reasons for not using GIFs in TMC 

express emotions like laughter or surprise, follow closely with 37 preferences (56.1%).  
Pop Culture GIFs, featuring scenes from movies or shows, were chosen by 29 respon
dents (43.9%). Less favored categories include Celebration GIFs (21.2%—14 people),  
Animated Text GIFs (13.6%—9 people), and Looping GIFs (12.1%—8 people). Inside  
Joke GIFs were the least popular, with only 1 response (1.5%) in this category. 

-

The survey also explored whether participants frequently receive GIFs from others  
in their interactions. The findings indicate that the majority of respondents reported 
receiving GIFs (87.9%—58 people), with only 8 individuals (12.1%) stating that they 
did not. 

The primary senders include friends (87.9%—5 8 people), partners (34.8%—23 
people), and family members (42.4%—28 people), mirroring the groups identified 
as recipients. Seven of the respondents admitted to not receiving any GIFs (10.6%), 
and only six (9.1%) received GIFs from strangers. Additionally, two respondents intro
duced new response options in the survey, namely: “People from servers on Discord” 
(1.5%—1 person), and “coworkers” (1.5%—1 person). 

-

To gain insight into the broader perception of GIFs, in the final question respon
dents were asked to describe their opinions using a single word in an open-ended 
question. Their answers were coded for common themes through pattern coding 
strategy (Miles et al., 2014). 

-

The most popular response was “Fun” (22%, 11 people) and its variations, such 
as “Funi,” “Funny,” and “Funny pictures go brrrrr” (8%, 4 people). Other common 
descriptors that received more than one vote included: “Cool” (6%, 3 people), 
“Cringe” (4%, 2 people), “Slay” (4%, 2 people), and “Expressive” (4%, 2 people). 
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Table 2. Participants’ responses coded for common sentiments and themes 

The colloquial character of the actual words used testifies to the authenticity of the 
responses in the sample. 

There were two responses: “Bayle,” and “Jiffs” which were ambiguous and challeng
ing, and therefore impossible to categorize, though the second item can be speculated  
to be an instance of play on the ambiguous pronunciation: [ɡɪf] or [ʤɪf]. 

-

The findings obtained through conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005) suggest that GIFs are widely used by younger individuals as a means of enhanc
ing communication through humor and emotional expression. However, they are 
not universally embraced, as some users find them troublesome or prefer alternative 
forms of interaction. 

-

Baby Boomers and GIFs: Qualitative Instrument 1 
The use of GIFs by younger generations prompted the question of whether older 
generations also use them, and if so, why and how significant their usage is (RQ3 and 
RQ4, respectively). To answer these queries, in part, a qualitative content analysis 
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Oberoi, 2025) of a case study was conducted, based on an 
interview with the representative of the baby boomer generation, namely  people born  
between approximately 1945 and 1965 (Slepian et al., 2024; Allison, 2013). The inter
view was conducted in Polish and later translated into English. The interviewee was a 
67-year-old Polish woman, who will be referred to as “Jane” for the rest of this article.2 

-

2.  The actual questions asked during the interview are listed in Appendix B, both in Polish, the  
language of the interview, and translated into English for easier reference. 
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After being asked for the definition of GIFs, Jane referred to them as “welcoming 
postcards.” This immediately suggests that the members of the baby boomer gener
ation are aware of the existence of GIFs and know how to use them, so that they can 
fall into the category of GIF enthusiasts, as defined by Church et al. (2023). However, 
this also indicates that the baby boomers do not view GIFs as an image format, but 
rather as a form of greeting or addressing their conversation partner. She continued 
by explaining that she does not comprehend what exactly GIFs are or how they are 
created but believes that their invention was a splendid idea3  and that she was glad  to  
receive them. She also expressed her gratitude for receiving them and that she “always 
tries to reciprocate” by sending a GIF back to her converser. Her answers straightfor
wardly represent the context in which GIFs are used by the baby boomer generation 
and that she mainly associates GIFs with positive feelings. This will be a continuing 
trend in the entirety of the interview. 

-

-

Labeling GIFs as “welcoming postcards” by Jane can be explained by the types 
of GIFs she and her friends of the same age use.4 One of her examples is a GIF that 
incorporates greetings—“Dzień Dobry” (Eng: Good Morning) and a short poem 
with good wishes, that translates to “I wish to offer you a flower of friendship, so that 
your world may be more beautiful. May a smile always shine in your life, bringing 
you joy and delight.” Another one contains two wishes—“Smacznej Kawusi” (Eng: 
Enjoy Your Coffee) and “Miłego Dnia” (Eng: Have a Nice Day). It is easy to see why 
these types of GIFs can be used as conversation starters. Jane later reflected on the 
beginnings of her GIF-using experience: 

My friends started sending GIFs to me and I wanted to show them my gratitude  
by doing the same. The problem was, I did not know how. Luckily my grandson is 
kind of tech-savvy and showed me how to send GIFs like “enjoy your coffee.” (Pl: 
smacznej kawusi) 

This answer underlines the most fundamental motive behind sending a GIF by a baby  
boomer, this being reciprocity. After being asked if she knew how her friends learned 
how to use GIFs, she expressed uncertainty but theorized that they probably went 
through a similar experience, that is being helped by a younger member of their family.  
Jane was later asked to describe her process of sending a GIF: 

I enter  greetings like ‘have a nice day’ and then put “gif ” into Google on my phone 
and then find the one I think is nicely decorated. I download it and then through 
Messenger I send it to my friends or to my family’s group chat. Sometimes I search 

3.  The italics in this section highlight the words or expressions Jane used in the interview to 
repeatedly communicate the primary motives for using GIFs. 
4.  The examples of baby boomer GIFs have been provided by the respondent herself, as those  
she actually used in online exchanges. 
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for a GIFs related to a specific day or time of day to show them I think about them 
right now. 

The aforementioned GIFs not only feature various wishes, but they also include mes
sages that relate to a specific day/season of the year—“Letnia Środa” (Eng: Sum
mer Wednesday) or to a specific time of day—“Dobranoc” (Eng: Goodnight). Jane’s 
desire to send a GIF that relates to the exact time the conversation is taking place 
additionally proves that for her generation GIFs are an important means of showing 
affection and fostering social connections. 

-
-

After being asked from whom she receives these types of GIFs most often, she 
responded that she mainly receives them from her family and friends; however, she 
emphasized that the number of friends she received these types of messages from has 
significantly decreased throughout the years. Jane explained that the reason behind 
this occurrence was the lack of interest of her friends in sending a GIF back. “I will 
not show  affection to someone who does not want it,” she stated. This again proves the 
importance of reciprocity (or lack thereof) in relation to using GIFs by baby boomers,  
as they are also used as a tool for maintaining social relationships ( Jiang et al., 2018).5  

The interview concluded with Jane’s final comments on the concept of GIFs. She 
again expressed her contentment related to the existence of GIFs and underlined 
the importance of them, as they are “a quick and easy way to show someone they are 
not alone.” Jane’s comments highlight that baby boomers mainly associate GIFs with 
positive emotions and use them as a way of greeting their conversation partners or 
showing affection to their close ones. They use GIFs designed to improve the mood 
of their addressee and those that relate to the time the conversation is taking place. 
Although baby boomers may not know the exact definition of a GIF, they still see 
it as an important communication tool, used for maintaining their social status and 
relationships, which are all important for them. 

 GIFs as a Response Tactic in TMC Conflict Among Gen X: 
Quantitative Instrument 2 
To further investigate the matters defined in Research Questions 3 and 4, another 
small-scale survey was prepared and distributed. 

5.  Dr. S. Johnson (personal communication, February 18, 2025), another representative of the 
baby boomer generation, who as a native English speaker, originally from Texas, proofread the 
paper, stated that she also receives those types of GIFs from her friends and colleagues, but 
unlike Jane, she replies to those messages via text, not GIFs. This proves that the phenomenon 
of highly decorated GIFs being used as “welcoming postcards” is not limited to Poland and that  
replying to a message with another GIF is optional, as some prefer responding with a textual 
message. Still, reciprocity is taken care of. 
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Table 3. Quantitative instrument 2 – descriptive statistics 

GIFs seem to be popular with a specific group of people who use them most fre
quently as a response tactic in an (TMC) argument or conflict situation. These are 
argumentative reaction GIFs (Church et al., 2023), which substitute for an actual 
verbal reaction. The research started with casual discussion on using the “Smacznej 
Kawusi” (SK henceforth) “welcoming postcard,” discussed in the previous section, 
then was adapted into a mini-survey, consisting of four major questions6, in several 
cases followed by personal communication offline to clarify or elaborate on the 
responses. 

-

The sampling was not fully random, as the survey was distributed among small 
community of colleagues and friends, all females, who fell into the designated age 
cohort (over age 45) and were known to be avid users of online communicators. All 
in all, 22 people were recruited to respond to the questionnaire. In this group, 4 said 
they did not use GIFs at all when engaged in online exchanges. Among the reasons 
for non-use, the recurring ones involved: no need, never use anything except words 
(2) and emojis being sufficient (2). 

The remaining respondents and GIF-users (N=18) would normally respond with 
a GIF to one sent to them (cf. the reciprocity underlined in the baby boomer study 
above), rather than initiate a communicative exchange with this format. A substan
tial majority (N=14) frequently send a specific type of argumentative reaction GIFs 
(Church et al., 2023), but exclusively in female-to female exchanges only, characteris
tically in dyadic conversations, and when TMC-conversing with friends, adult daugh
ters, colleagues, and rarerly—elderly parents. 

-

-
-

While the elaborate, ornate, colorful GIFs of SK type are not appealing or down
right over-the-top for them, others that can function as conversation ending measures  
are used willingly, if not entirely frequently. They require particular conversational 
contexts. Some discussions may turn out particularly difficult, with no “let’s agree to 
disagree” attitude. In such contexts, rather than verbally expressing disagreement, or 

-

6.  The actual questions are listed in Appendix C: Quantitative Instrument 2. 
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stressing the interlocutor’s lack of logic, animated GIFs appear useful. The use of the 
GIF may also mark the end of the conversation. 

Although they were unwilling to share the actual conversations, they provided 
the GIFs used there. Most of these have image as well as words (Seriously?; I’ve had 
enough; It doesn’t make sense; Leave it; I give up; Whatever) since those with animated 
images only have been deemed not straightforward or communicative enough. 

The primary reason for the use, as intimated by the respondents, is the belief that it 
would be offensive to leave the conversation without a word or to use abusive words. 
When no more sensible and appealing arguments can be put forward, with unwilling
ness to offend or hurt, they resort to measures other than verbal only, with the view to 
preventing conflict escalation. On the other hand, in that manner, they are still able 
to express the disagreement, dissatisfaction, nonsense, etc. In these interactions ani
mated GIFs display the user’s negative uptake of a comment as well as/or their stance 
toward previously texted declarations or opinions. These may range from annoyance, 
indifference, lack of acceptance, opinion rejection to impatience. Due to such consid
erations, the respondents uniformly rejected the likelihood of dropping out of using 
GIFs in the above manner and situations. 

-

-

-

Analysis and Discussion 

GIFs allow for emotional expressions within contexts and exchanges that work 
dynamically in interactions and communication. They are used by individuals in 
order to not only express a view of the world but also appear in contexts where reen
actments of emotions and mental states need to be communicated within interactions  
(Wagener, 2020). In the three investigated groups/cases, emotional responses were at 
the core of the motivation for individuals to engage in and maintain communication 
and social interaction. In that sense, GIFs act as surrogates or proxies for express
ing emotion and affect. GIFs remain more appropriate in contexts where emotional 
and cognitive reactions need to be expressed in a condensed manner, which may be 
particularly useful in the field of digital communication and interactive exchanges to 
sustain them efficiently and make it somehow more entertaining (Gen Zs—RQ1) and  
suitable (others—RQ3 & 4). 

-

-

In relation to Research Question 1, the answers provided in the survey imply that 
GIFs are used extensively by Gen Zers, and that they see their potential as well as 
problematic aspects. The insights coming from the “other” answers, as well as in the 
last open question testify to conscious and deliberate choices, ignoring the potential 
negativity and outdatedness. The expression that succinctly expresses the attitude 
that seems to prevail in this group is “cringe, but who cares.” As Miltner and Highfield 
(2017) observed, the timing and placement of the GIF’s meaning is influenced by 
the context in which it is placed, leaving open a possibility for varied meanings to 
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emerge, allowing for different interpretations by different audiences. This must be 
an attractive and appealing aspect, especially when a GIF does not exactly match the 
situation, and the incongruity adds humor and fun (cf. Table 2 above) to the conver
sation. It can be speculated that this is the affordance that remains most appealing for 
the youngest cohort of respondents, also because they expect instant communication 
through various digital channels, with authentic, (nearly) real-life feedback (Harris, 
2023). With reference to Research Question 1, it can be assumed that there does not 
seem to be any substantial unwillingness to cease incorporating GIFs into commu
nicative exchanges among the younger TMC users. As a result, Research Question 2 
simply does not apply. 

-

-

Research Question 3 aimed to uncover the potential appeal of GIFs in groups 
other than the younger generation. Such appeal and attractiveness were revealed in 
the case study of Jane, a baby boomer, as well as in the small-scale survey pertaining 
to argumentative GIFs use in interpersonal conflict contexts by representatives of 
Generation X. 

Finally, Research Question 4 aimed to probe into the reasons for which GIFs are 
used by non-Gen Zers, and the manners through which the motives are executed. The  
respondents forwarded numerous illuminating insights. 

Fostering relationships, also with the SK-type GIFs, was underscored in the inter
view with the baby boomer. Baby boomers in general prioritize personal connec
tions and inclusive language, which are believed to foster effective communication 
(Harris, 2023). It is interesting to note that for members of the oldest cohort, the 
positivity embodied in the specific GIF type they use is the key element to trans
mit emotionally-ch arged concepts such as gratitude, affection, new beginnings, reci
procity, etc. Admittedly, it is a case study only, however, extrapolating from the active 
involvement in online interactions with people of her age group, as well as the clear 
positive motivation for using “welcoming postcards” for maintaining and enhanc
ing relationships, GIFs demonstrate the potential to be a constant feature of TMC 
exchanges in the baby boomer generational cohort, possibly also with members of 
other age groups. 

-
-

-
-

-

Members of Gen X, adaptable as they are, prefer efficient communication that 
respects their time and value a results-driven approach (Harris, 2023), hence GIF-
based responses appear well-suited to their communicative styles. GIFs are a powerful  
means for displaying emotions and they are also used to provide a visual elaboration 
on one’s own declared affective stance. Their communicative properties typically 
rely on conveying body language and emotions, identified as embodied response, 
co-speech and performance affect (Church et al., 2023, p. 733). In that sense, the way 
they are used in conflict or argument exchanges exaggerates the emotion, making 
them even more communicatively effective. Thus, GIF use has the potential to change  
the course of a conversation, even when used as an ending remark or a visual affective 
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punchline. Even with  argumentative reaction GIF (Church et al., 2023), which is 
essentially used as a means of arguing, it is possible to augment and shape our affective  
performances, or at a minimum, to avoid awkwardness. Sasamoto (2023, p. 410) notes 
that, similar to irony, “reaction GIFs often involve the communication of an attitude 
via the echoic use where the communicator expresses their dissociative attitude to the  
attributed thought delivered by the image of a particular GIF.” This may be the pro
totypical reason for using the images as a (mild) conflict response tactics by (female) 
members of Generation X. 

-

It can therefore be extrapolated that the potential in varied GIF uses, such as, 
among others, for fostering relationships, releasing tension, meaning making or shap
ing interpersonal exchanges, is both noticed and creatively utilized by members of 
other generational cohorts. 

-

Conclusion 

As digital communication continues to evolve, the role of GIFs may shift further, 
prompting the question of whether they will remain an integral component of TMC 
or gradually decline in relevance. Future research should explore how emerging tech
nologies influence the use of GIFs across various age groups, and whether new forms 
of digital expression will eventually replace them. GIFs are an attractive option when 
it comes to generating emotions, which can translate into higher conversions on social  
networks so that users become more effective in communicative terms (Rúa-Hidalgo,  
2021). 

-

It ought to be acknowledged that, admittedly, the research did not even attempt 
to investigate millennials’ attitudes toward GIF use. The reason for this conscious 
omission is the conviction expressed in the original Guardian article: “So now they 
are basically the cringe reaction image your millennial boss uses in Slack.” It has been a  
widespread view that GIFs remain the most popular with members of this generation,  
as these are the people who came of age during the internet explosion (Dimock 2019).  
It can, though, tentatively be assumed that the contexts—if not the frequency—in 
which they would use this element of digital communication would mirror that of 
both the younger and older TMC participants. 

Diverse applications of the GIF underscore how the format’s polysemy and affective  
capacity afford users with the opportunity to provide heightened and layered com
munication, demonstrate cultural knowledge, and occasionally engage in  displays  
of resistance to certain ideologies and actors. (Miltner & Highfield, 2017, p. 9) 

-

This specific format is possibly less popular than previously, yet the probability of 
GIFs causing (intergenerational) misunderstanding and conflict is remote. More so, 
though the workplace styles and values between members of different age cohorts 
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differ, their communication styles are actually similar (See Hee & Yeojin, 2024), 
so that potentially GIFs may reduce the generational gap through communication. 
Rather than generating conflict, they can assist in conflict management. 
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Appendix A  
Quantitative Instrument 1 

 GIFS IN CONFLICTS—A CONFLICT WITH GIFS 

🎉  Thanks for joining in on the fun! We’re curious about how you sprinkle GIFs into 
your everyday chats—whether you’re lighting up social media, keeping the group chat  
alive, or even using them at work (yes, we see you!). Your feedback will help us dive 
into the world of GIFs and see how they spice up the way we express feelings, share 
info, and connect with people online. 

This quick survey should only take about 5 minutes of your time, and we pr omise— 
your answers are totally anonymous. There’s no right or wrong here, just your genuine  
thoughts and GIF-filled stories! 

Ready to GIF it a go? Let’s do this! 🎬✨ 
* Mandatory question 

1.  Your age? * 
Mark one answer only 
 < 26 
 27–43 
 44–60 
 60 > 

2.  Your gender? * 
Mark one answer only. 
 female 
 male 
 other 

3.  Are you an active user of TMC (=technology-mediated communication)? 
Mark one answer only. 
 Yes 
 No 

4.  Do you send GIFs in TMC? * 
Mark one answer only. 
 Yes 
 No 
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5.  If yes, to whom? * 
Mark all answers that apply. 
 friends 
 partners 
 family members 
 strangers 
 I do not use GIFs 
 Other: ____________________________________________ 

6.  Why do you use GIFs? * 
Mark all answers that apply. 
 they make conversations more fun 
 to mirror my reactions 
 to break the long chain of written messages 
 I do not use GIFs 
 Other: ____________________________________________ 

7.  If you do not use GIFs, why? * 
Mark all answers that apply. 
 they are too distracting 
 they take too long to load 
 GIFs do not accurately convey the intended message 
 I prefer text and emojis over GIFs 
 Sending them is too much trouble 
 My messages are full of GIFs! 
 Other: ____________________________________________ 

8.  Your favorite types of GIFs? * 
Mark all answers that apply. 
 Reaction GIFs: Express emotions or reactions (e.g., laughter, surprise) 
 Meme GIFs: Based on popular memes or internet trends 
 Pop Culture GIFs: Scenes from movies, TV shows, or music videos 
 Animated Text GIFs: Short phrases or words with motion effects 
 Looping GIFs: Seamlessly repeating animations or visuals 
  Celebration/Party GIFs: Festive or congratulatory animations  

(e.g., confetti, dancing) 
 Other: ____________________________________________ 

9.  Do you receive GIFs in TMC? * 
Mark one answer only. 
 Yes  
 No  
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10. If yes, from whom? * 
Mark all answers that apply. 
 friends 
 partners 
 family members 
 strangers 
 I do not receive any 
 Other:________________________________________ 

11.  If you were to use 1 word to describe your opinion on using GIFs, what would 
it be? 

___________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B  
Qualitative Instrument 1 

•  Jak się nazywasz, ile masz lat oraz skąd pochodzisz? 
(Eng: What is your name, age, and nationality?) 

•  Czy wiesz czym są GIFy? 
(Eng: Do you know what GIFs are?) 

•  Czy znasz dokładną definicję GIFa? 
(Eng: Do you know the exact definition of a GIF?) 

•  Jak zaczęłaś używać GIFów? 
(Eng: How did you start using GIFs?) 

•  Czy wiesz jak twoi znajomi zaczęli używać GIFów? 
(Eng: Do you know how your friends started using GIFs?) 

•  Czy możesz mi przedstawić swój proces wysyłania GIFa? 
(Eng: Can you tell me your process of sending a GIF?) 

•  Od kogo najczęściej dostajesz tego typu GIFy? 
(Eng: From whom do you receive these types of GIFs the most?) 

•  Czy masz jakieś ostatnie komentarze na temat GIFów? 
(Eng: Do you have any final comments on the concept of GIFs?) 
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Appendix C 

Quantitative Instrument 2 

Would you please provide information to the following questions: 

1.  Do you use GIFs in online communication (mobile, computer mediated, 
etc.)? 
YES  NO 

2.  If no, why (please state your reasons, succinctly) 

3.  If yes, 
a.  With whom? 

b.  To communicate what? 

4.  If yes, how likely are you to drop using them? 
a.  Very 
b.  Not likely 
c.  Hard to say 
Would you be willing to share the GIFs used? 



C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N  |   Y O U S I F  A L - N A D D A F  A N D    
R O M U A L D  G O Z D A W A - G O Ł Ę B I O W S K I  

Between Borders and Identities 

(How) Arab EFL Learners Engage with Global English 

Abstract 

English holds an undeniable global utility, yet its cultural connotations often clash  
with deeply ingrained religious and societal norms in Arab contexts. This study rein
terprets data from 21 Arab EFL learners to investigate how they reconcile the academic  
and professional benefits of English with perceived threats to their cultural or religious  
identity. Questionnaire findings reveal that while many learners view English as essen
tial for success—particularly career or academic mobility—they are anxious about  
adopting Western cultural elements that conflict with local traditions. Some learners  
selectively engage with beneficial language skills and what they deem ‘safe’, while fil
tering out content they find culturally incompatible, others, however, resist Western  
norms more firmly. These strategies demonstrate a balancing act between instrumen
tal motivation and cultural preservation, aligning with prior research on selective  
borrowing. The results stress the need for multiple pedagogical strategies, including  
culturally responsive teaching, transcultural approaches that blend cultural norms, and  
a culture-free (lingua franca) perspective. Collectively, these methods can reduce cul
tural tensions, help students maintain their identities, and sustain motivation in Arab  
EFL contexts. Overall, this study highlights that language instruction need not—and  
should not—come at the expense of learners’ deeply held cultural values. 

-

-

-

-

-

Keywords: Arab EFL learners, cultural identity, motivation, western norms, selective 
adaptation 

Introduction 

English was given the global “lingua franca” title for a reason; it is the most widely 
utilized language as a means of inter-community communication. It is the cur
rent medium of instruction and communication for a wide variety of domains—  
encompassing international business, education, science, academia, technology, 

-
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entertainment, radio, and aviation, to name but a few (Crystal, 2003). As a result, 
proficiency in English has become increasingly in demand as it provides access to a 
wide range of opportunities in a globalized world, from securing education and better  
jobs to international research and cultural media accessibility. However, despite these 
countless instrumental opportunities English provides, the widespread use of English  
also poses an essential question about cultural identity, values, power, and tradition, 
especially when English intersects with communities that hold strong religious, cul
tural, and linguistic traditions, such as the case of the Arabic world. 

-

In Arab EFL contexts, the motivation to learn English for academic and profes
sional purposes can conflict with deeply held cultural and religious norms (Sadek, 
2007; Elshenawy, 2017) that differ significantly from the Western values often present 
in English language textbooks, media, and classroom activities. While learners gain 
increased career opportunities and enhanced education, they may also face tensions 
when encountering cultural references or practices that clash with their culture and 
religion (Ateyat & Gasaymeh, 2015). Thus, for some EFL learners, the journey of 
acquiring English extends beyond simply learning vocabulary and grammar–it trans
forms into a balancing act, where students endeavor to uphold their cultural and reli
gious values while engaging with a language that dominates global communication 
and discourse. 

-

-
-

These conflicts have practical implications beyond academic interest. On an edu
cational level, unresolved cultural frictions may alter learners’ motivation, classroom 
participation, and overall language achievement. Socially, recognizing and addressing 
these challenges can foster intercultural understanding and tolerance, contributing to 
more harmonious interactions between local traditions and global influences. There
fore, to develop a culturally responsive curriculum, educators and policymakers need 
to have a robust comprehension of how learners negotiate potential conflicts arising 
from English’s global status. This insight could also shed light on the evolving role 
of English in societies where religion is a defining element of cultural life, helping 
strike a balance between embracing a global lingua franca and respecting deeply held 
traditions. 

-

-

Recent research on language, culture, and identity showcases the extent to which 
learners’ backgrounds shape their attitudes toward a foreign language (Gardner, 1985; 
Hofstede, 2011; Elshenawy, 2017; Ateyat & Gasaymeh, 2015). In the context of Arab 
EFL learners, Sadek’s (2007) findings illustrated that students’ desire to learn for 
instrumental reasons often clashed with fears of adopting Western cultural norms. 
Similarly, Elshenawy (2017) observed that although the dominance of English in 
Qatar opens doors to international education and business opportunities, it can also 
undermine local traditions and cultural values. In the same vein, Ateyat and Gasaymeh  
(2015) contend that many Arabs regard English as a potential threat to their cultural 
identity, which essentially gives rise to ambivalent feelings regarding engaging with 
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Western cultural elements when learning English. Yet, not all researchers perceive 
Western cultural references as purely detrimental; introducing the target culture can, 
under certain circumstances, increase students’ curiosity, motivation, and interest in 
both the language and the cultures that speak it (Genc & Bada, 2005). 

In these “contested” cultural spaces—what might be called “difficult neighbor
goods”—global English (i.e., English as an influential worldwide medium of commu
nication) and local Arabic values intersect, collide, and sometimes converge. Global 
English here refers to more than just grammar and vocabulary; it encompasses West
ern sociocultural norms that often appear in textbooks, media, and classroom activ
ities. In such contexts, learners may adopt strategies like selective borrowing (where 
they filter out incompatible norms) or outright resistance, illustrating a balancing act 
between linguistic proficiency and cultural preservation. 

-
-

-
-

Building upon these insights, this study examines such a neighborhood of cultural 
conflict, revealing how Arab EFL learners navigate these intersecting forces while in 
pursuit of linguistic proficiency and cultural preservation. Specifically, it addresses 
two central questions: 

1.  How do Arab EFL learners reconcile the academic and professional advan
tages of English with the cultural tensions they experience when encountering 
Western norms? 

-

2.  What strategies—such as selective adoption, resistance, or negotiation—do 
learners use to manage these tensions and maintain their cultural or religious 
identities? 

The term “Western norms” here refers to cultural practices and assumptions that 
may differ substantially from local Arab traditions, sometimes causing internal con
flict for learners attempting to integrate the language into their daily lives. 

-

By reinterpreting data originally collected for my MA thesis at the University of 
Warsaw—which primarily focused on learner motivation and attitudes—this study 
investigates the human dimension of cultural conflict (rather than implying that lan
guage or values themselves “conflict”). It demonstrates that Arab EFL learners often 
view English not only as a set of linguistic skills but also as a culturally charged space 
where personal values and educational objectives intersect. Section 2 of this paper 
reviews key literature on the interplay between language, motivation, and cultural 
identity, outlining relevant frameworks from previous research on Arab EFL contexts.  
Section 3 introduces the study’s methodology, participants, and data collection pro
cedures. Section 4 presents the core findings, highlighting the various ways learners 
adopt, modify, or resist Western cultural elements while pursuing English proficiency.  
Section 5 interprets these findings within the context of broader debates on language 
education policy and teaching practices. Lastly, Section 6 concludes by reflecting on 

-

-
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how the tensions highlighted in this study underscore the importance of balancing 
local values with the undeniable global utility of English. 

Conceptual Framework 

Language, Culture, and Conflict 
Before exploring the cultural conflicts that may arise between widely distinct cultures,  
it is helpful to establish the connection between language and culture. The notion that  
language shapes identity is widely accepted among scholars in language education 
and second language acquisition (Kramsch, 1998; Brown, 2007). Similarly, numerous 
scholars including Brown (2007), Kuang (2007), Tang (1999), Ardila-Rey (2008), 
Damen (1987), and Kramsch (1998) agree that language and culture are inseparable. 

For instance, Brown (2007, pp. 189–190) points out that language and culture can
not exist without each other because “the two are intricately interwoven, so that one 
cannot separate them without losing the significance of either language or culture.” 
A helpful way to conceptualize the relationship between the two is through Jiang’s 
(2000, p. 328) metaphor: language and culture together compose “a living organism; 
language is flesh, and culture is blood. Without culture, language would be dead; 
without language, culture would have no shape.” In this sense, one could argue that 
language is a product of culture (Miur, 2007), and culture is manifested through lan
guage; it is through language that concepts, traditions, values, and culture are com
municated. Essentially, language becomes inseparable from culture when used for 
communication purposes (Kramsch, 1998), especially considering that language often  
carries dynamic or associative meanings shaped by a given cultural context. 

-

-
-

For example, in English, the word “dog” often connotes a loyal companion or pet. 
By contrast, in many Arab societies, the word “kalb” (dog in Arabic) typically evokes 
associations with watchdogs, thieves, or impurity—an association partly tied to reli
gious teachings that discourage close contact with dogs. A similar argument could be 
made for food items that may seem neutral or even positive in English, whereas their 
Arabic counterparts may trigger strong negative reactions due to cultural or religious 
prohibitions. This illustrates how the same referent (e.g., an animal or a type of food) 
can be perceived quite differently depending on the cultural values embedded in each 
language. 

-

Because language is profoundly interconnected with cultural values and practices, 
tensions could emerge when learners stumble upon values and norms that signifi
cantly differ from their own. In the context of Arab EFL learners, these major cultural 
differences could manifest not only in classroom materials but also in social expec
tations. This essentially creates conditions of conflict for students attempting to rec
oncile two distinct sets of cultural norms. The following section explores how these 

-

-
-
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cultural frictions arise, drawing on the concept of acculturation challenges and frame
works such as Hofstede’s (2011) cultural dimensions to explain why these tensions are 
particularly evident in Arab-Western interactions. 

-

Acculturation and Cultural Conflict 
While acculturation is traditionally defined as the process whereby an individual 
adapts to a new culture after physical relocation (Berry, 1997), in this study, the term 
is used more broadly to describe the psychological and social adaptation that occurs 
when Arab EFL learners encounter Western cultural norms while learning English. 
Even in the absence of direct migration, learners experience cultural exposure through  
textbooks, classroom discussions, and media, which can produce similar forms of 
cultural tensions and negotiation. 

In Arab EFL contexts—where religious and societal norms differ profoundly from 
those that are evident in Western cultures—this transfer of cultural content can lead 
to acculturation challenges. As Cormoș (2022, p. 1) explains, acculturation is “the pro
cess by which an individual acquires and adapts to a new cultural environment as a 
result of being placed in a new culture.” Here, however, the new cultural environment 
is not a country, but the classroom and the resources that carry Western values. Essen
tially, this means that learners have to learn not only the language but also the cultural 
norms—such as forms of greetings, invitations, and customary speech acts—that are 
associated with it. Without cultural competence, effective communication with native  
speakers could potentially be hindered (Brown, 2007; Lanucha, 2018). 

-

-

It is essential to mention the distinction between acculturation and assimilation. 
According to Lustig and Koester (1999, p. 341), acculturation as the “culture change 
that results from continuous, firsthand contact between two distinct cultural groups,” 
which occurs without the complete loss of the learner’s own culture. In contrast, 
assimilation involves adopting the dominant culture to such an extent that the learner 
becomes indistinguishable from its members (Pauls, 2008). Assimilation typically 
occurs when individuals actively reject their heritage culture. However, for Arab EFL 
learners, the process is more about negotiating and balancing two sets of cultural 
values rather than completely abandoning one for the other (Sadek, 2007; Bataineh 
& Reshidi, 2017). 

Researchers have observed that learners tend to pass through several stages when 
adapting to a new culture (Education at a Glance, 2021). While the traditional “hon
eymoon,” “distress,” “adjustment,” and “acceptance” phases are more commonly dis
cussed in the context of migration, similar processes can be observed when learners 
encounter a new culture even without physical migration; a study on Zambian adoles
cents demonstrated that exposure to Western cultures via media led to the formation 
of distinct cultural identities, with some adolescents becoming more “Westernized” 
(Ferguson et al., 2015). In the Arab EFL setting, initial enthusiasm about learning 

-
-

-
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English may be followed by discomfort when confronted with unfamiliar Western 
social norms, eventually leading to a phase of selective adaptation or negotiated accep
tance (Sadek, 2007; Diallo, 2014). 

-

The cultural friction and acculturation challenges mentioned above do not only 
have an impact on how Arab EFL learners adapt to Western norms, but they also have 
effects on learners’ motivation and attitudes toward English (Sadek, 2007; Elshenawy,  
2017; Ahmed, 2011). While encountering unfamiliar cultural norms in classrooms, 
learners often find themselves caught between wanting to learn English for pragmatic 
reasons on the one hand and wanting to preserve their cultural heritage on the other 
(Ateyat & Gasaymeh, 2015). This dynamic tension—where concerns about cultural 
assimilation intersect with instrumental and integrative motivations—shapes how 
students engage with language. The next section will draw on Gardner’s framework 
to explore Arab students’ motivation and attitude toward English language learning 
in the face of these conflicting challenges. 

Motivation and Attitude 
Motivation and attitude play a key role in language learning, essentially shaping learn
ers’ success and engagement in EFL classrooms (Ellis, 1994). Motivation is partic
ularly complex for Arab EFL learners because it intersects pragmatic benefits and 
concerns about cultural preservation when learning English through Western culture 
(Ateyat & Gasaymeh, 2015; Elshenawy, 2017). If the aim is a smooth learning process, 
instructors must examine students’ attitudes and motivation toward the target lan
guage (Getie, 2020). 

-
-

-

According to Gardner’s (1985) socio-educational model, for a learner to be moti
vated, a combination of desire, effort, and a positive attitude toward both the language  
and its cultural community is needed. However, in contexts where cultural preser
vation is a concern, learners may develop ambivalent attitudes—valuing English for 
academic and career development while remaining cautious about its cultural compo
nents (Sadek, 2007; Asraf, 1996). Gardner and Lambert (1959, 1972) divided motiva
tion into instrumental motivation (driven by pragmatic needs like securing better jobs  
and academic opportunities) and integrative motivation (reflecting a learner’s desires 
to learn about the target culture and connect with the target language community). 
While SLA literature suggests that integrative motivation leads to greater long-term 
success (Suliman et al., 2024; Gardner & Lambert, 1972), research has also illustrated 
that instrumental motivation can be a significant driver (Lukmani, 1972; Roman & 
Nunez, 2020). In practice, many learners fall between the two, often mixing career-
focused goals with varying degrees of cultural curiosity (Wadell & Shandor, 2012). 

-

-

-
-

In the case of Arab EFL learners, studies indicate that instrumental motivations 
often dominate (Al-Ta’ani, 2018; Aljuaid, 2021), with learners primarily regarding 
English as a tool for professional and academic growth rather than as a means of 
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cultural integration (Sadek, 2007). At the same time, some learners regard Western 
cultural elements embedded in textbooks or media as potentially threatening to local 
religious or social norms (Ateyat & Gasaymeh, 2015). Scholars warn against forcing 
target-culture assimilation in EFL classrooms given that it can alienate students who 
feel uneasy about Western values (Zaid, 1999; Baker, 2015). Instead, a middle ground 
approach encourages teachers to promote communicative competence while allow
ing learners the autonomy to adopt or reject specific cultural aspects (Asraf 1996; 
Sadek, 2007). 

-

Nonetheless, some concerns remain regarding how far cultural influences should 
extend in language education, especially when learners feel that English may threaten 
their core beliefs (Elshenawy, 2017). For instance, English’s dominance in Qatar’s 
education system has led to ambivalent attitudes—students recognize its be nefits 
yet remain concerned about its cultural implications (Elshenawy, 2017). This 
 tension—where instrumental benefits collide with the perceived risk of cultural 
assimilation—ultimately shapes how Arab EFL learners approach English. Drawing 
on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, the next section will examine how the inherent 
differences between Western and Arab cultural values further ignite these conflicts 
in the classroom. 

Hofstede and Western Cultural Norms 
While the previous discussion demonstrated how Arab EFL learners navigate the 
tension between the instrumental benefits of learning English and the need to protect 
their cultural values, this section will examine how the specific Western cultural ele
ments in English materials contribute to these conflicts. Scholars argue that conflicts 
are more likely between culturally distant communities (Bove & Gokemen, 2016), 
especially if the source culture contains norms that differ significantly—or do not 
exist at all—in the target culture (Brown, 2000). In practice, this often manifests when  
English textbooks and classroom activities introduce Western holidays, social prac
tices, or everyday behaviors that reflect predominantly individualistic, secular values. 
In contrast, many Arab contexts are characterized by strong religious traditions, and 
more of a collective ethos, thereby increasing the potential for misunderstandings or 
discomfort between the two cultures. 

-

-

A useful framework for interpreting these possible clashes is Hofstede’s cultural 
dimensions. Essentially, the framework categorizes societies along axes such as indi
vidualism vs. collectivism and indulgence vs. restraint (Hofstede, 2011). According to 
Hofstede, Western societies generally exhibit high levels of individualism and indul
gence, promoting self-expression and personal achievement, whereas Arab societies 
typically feature collectivism, tradition, and restraint, with religious norms and family  
cohesion playing essential roles. This discussion focuses on indulgence vs. restraint, 
where: 

-

-
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1.  Indulgent societies place a high value on personal enjoyment and leisure, with 
the belief that they are largely in control of their own actions. 

2.  Restrained societies tend to limit such indulgence, often attributing actions 
and lifestyle choices to larger moral or religious frameworks (Hofstede, 2011). 

A comparison between Arab and Western culture using Hofstede’s indulgence
versus-restraint dimension renders “Western culture” (admittedly a broad label) more  
indulgent than “Arab culture” (another overarching category), especially regarding 
practices like casual alcohol consumption or partying. For instance, an utterance such 
as “would you like to go for a pint?,” essentially inviting someone for a pint of beer, 
might be an innocent invitation or otherwise culturally appropriate in many Western 
communities, but could be perceived as inappropriate or offensive in a context where 
religious prohibitions discourage alcohol use, such as an Arab Muslim community 
(Baron-Epel et al., 2014). Although not every “Western” community is equally indul
gent, nor every “Arab” society uniformly restrained, the generalized contrast helps 
explain why some Arab EFL learners may reject or question certain cultural references  
embedded in English materials. 

-

-

This gap could contribute to learners feeling pressured to assimilate or resist aspects  
of the target culture, in fear of losing their own cultural identity. Yet, EFL pedagogy 
should not require approaches in which every lesson references Western norms or 
assumptions. Instead, some scholars advocate a selective cultural adaptation model 
(Asraf, 1996; Sadek, 2007), in which students maintain their religious and social val
ues while learning the language. Alternatively, intercultural approaches allow teachers  
to use English to describe learners’ local realities, limiting potentially controversial 
Western cultural content (Baker, 2015; Zaid, 1999). 

-

Insights drawn from Hofstede’s cultural dimensions showcase how varying degrees  
of indulgence vs. restraint or individualism vs. collectivism may affect learners’ com
fort with Western-based English materials. Through being aware of these broad cul
tural tendencies, educators can adapt lessons to reduce cultural friction, encourage 
respectful curiosity about unfamiliar norms, and focus on language proficiency rather  
than cultural homogenization. Such an approach could potentially yield more inclu
sive and effective EFL classrooms. 

-

-
-

The Arab EFL Context 
The Arab EFL context can be further complicated by the cultural conflicts outlined 
above. For instance, in some Gulf countries, the dominance of English in curricula 
has led to the marginalization of Arabic culture. Ahmed’s (2011) analysis found that 
many EFL textbooks reduce Arab traditions to superficial mentions, thereby effec
tively casting local tradition as the “other” while sidelining the Arabic language and 
identity. Similar concerns are raised by Ateyat and Gasaymeh (2015), Sadek (2007), 

-
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and Elshenawy (2017), which indicates that an uncritical adoption of English comes 
at the expense of cultural integrity in Arab EFL settings. 

For instance, Sadek (2007) found that many Arab learners prioritize English for 
instrumental (e.g., career) reasons but simultaneously worry that the integration of 
Western cultural elements in EFL classrooms could threaten their cultural and reli
gious values—a trend similarly reported by Ateyat and Gasaymeh (2015). Elsehnawy 
(2017), focusing mostly on Qatar, observed that the global reach of English introduces  
a dichotomous pressure on Arab students: on the one hand, the drive to succeed in 
an increasingly globalized world, and on the other, a need to preserve their cultural 
identity. 

-

This duality is essential because it illustrates that Arab EFL learners are not simply 
acquiring a new language; they are also navigating complex cultural negotiations, with  
their decisions affecting both how they engage with English education and how they 
protect their own cultural values (Elsehnawy, 2017; Sadek, 2007). As such, educators 
in Arab EFL settings must design a curriculum and teaching methods that include 
local culture while still equipping students with the skills needed for international 
opportunities. 

The literature reviewed thus far illustrates that Arab EFL learners face a challenge 
when it comes to balancing the practical benefits of English with the risk of leaving 
elements of their culture behind. Although English is valued for its academic and 
professional advantages, many learners remain cautious about Western cultural ele
ments prevalent in textbooks and classroom materials. As such, many learners often 
adopt strategies of “selective borrowing” or resistance in an attempt to preserve their 
cultural and religious identities while learning English. The following section outlines  
the methodology originally used in my MA research, which I have reinterpreted for 
this study to explore how Arab EFL learners navigate the tensions inherent in English 
language education. 

-

Research Methodology 

This study employs a quantitative research design adapted from data collected for my 
MA thesis at the University of Warsaw. While the original purpose of my thesis was 
to examine motivation and attitudes among Arab EFL learners—specifically inves
tigating whether they were primarily instrumentally or integratively motivated, their 
attitudes toward Western culture, and their perceptions of cultural interference—this 
present study reinterprets those findings to explicitly focus on the cultural tensions 
and conflicts that emerge when Arab learners engage with English-language materials 
containing Western cultural norms. 

-

Participants completed a questionnaire that included demographic questions, 
items assessing motivational orientations, and sections evaluating students’ attitudes 
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toward both their own Arabic identity and Western cultural norms. For this study, 
the analysis centers on how learners view Western cultural references as a potential 
source of conflict and the strategies they adopt (e.g., partial acceptance or resistance) 
to maintain their cultural and religious values while engaging with English. Addition
ally, this study examines how Arab learners negotiate between their cultural values 
and the linguistic expectations of English environments. 

-

Participants and Data Collection 
This study was conducted with 21 Arab EFL learners who completed a questionnaire 
designed to examine their attitudes, motivation, and perceptions of cultural influence 
in English language learning. The participants were not recruited from a single insti
tution but rather represented a diverse group of learners studying English in various 
academic and professional settings. Given the crucial role of English in education, 
career advancement, and global communication, these learners often engaged with 
the language in university courses, private language institutes, or self-directed learning  
programs. 

-

The participants had been learning English for approximately 10 years, but their 
proficiency varied. All were native Arabic speakers, with gender balance nearly even 
(11 male, 10 female). They also varied in age, ranging from 20 to 44 years old. How
ever, the sample was relatively homogenous in nationality, as 18 of the 21 respondents 
were Jordanian, with one participant from Palestine and two from Morocco. Many 
respondents were living in Qatar at the time of the study. 

-

Data was collected through an online questionnaire distributed via Google Forms. 
Participants were recruited online, to ensure accessibility to a wider sample of Arab 
EFL learners. Anonymity was maintained, and all participants were informed of the 
research objectives and their right to withdraw at any time before completing the 
survey. 

By examining participants from various countries, educational levels, and lan
guage proficiency bands rather than a single institutional setting, this study pro
vides a broader lens on how Arab EFL learners navigate cultural tensions while  
acquiring English. The diversity of the respondents allows for an exploration  
of how different personal, social, and religious factors influence their attitudes,  
learning experiences, and coping strategies in balancing linguistic proficiency with  
 cultural identity. 

-
-

Questionnaire Structure 
The questionnaire for this study was designed to assess multiple aspects of Arab EFL 
learners’ motivations and attitudes, including how they perceive Western cultural ele
ments in English learning and whether those elements contribute to cultural tensions 
or conflicts. 

-
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The questionnaire consisted of four main sections, each designed to capture differ
ent aspects of learners’ experiences: 

-

1.  Demographic Information: 

•  Age, gender, and country of origin. 
•  Level of English proficiency. 
•  Educational background and current English-learning context (e.g., univer

sity, private language courses, or self-study). 
-

2.  Motivation to Learn English 

•  Instrumental vs. integrative motivation (based on Gardner’s socio-
educational model). 

•  Practical reasons for learning English (e.g., career opportunities, academic 
success). 

•  Desire to engage with English-speaking communities or Western culture. 

3.  Attitudes Toward English and Western Culture 

•  Perceptions of Western cultural values embedded in English language 
materials. 

•  Whether participants perceive Western cultural elements as a benefit or 
threat to their own cultural identity. 

•  Comfort level with cultural references in textbooks, media, and classroom 
activities. 

4.  Cultural Identity and Negotiation Strategies 

•  Whether participants feel they can maintain their Arabic cultural and reli
gious identity while learning English. 

-

•  Strategies used to navigate cultural conflicts (e.g., selective-borrowing, resis
tance, or acceptance of Western norms). 

-

•  Preferences regarding the integration of Arabic cultural elements into 
English language learning materials. 

The questionnaire utilized Likert-scale questions, multiple choice items, and open
ended responses. By focusing on how Arab EFL learners balance linguistic proficiency  
with cultural identity, this study provides insights into broader sociocultural chal
lenges of English education in the Arab world. 

-

-

Findings and Analysis 

This section presents the key findings from the questionnaire responses collected 
during my MA thesis, reinterpreted to focus on the cultural tensions Arab EFL 
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learners face when in contact with English. The results analyzed in relation to the 
study’s research questions are: 

1.  How do Arab EFL learners reconcile the academic and professional advan
tages of English with the cultural tensions they experience when encountering 
Western cultural norms? 

-

2.  What strategies—such as selective adoption, resistance, or negotiation—do 
learners use to manage these tensions and maintain their cultural or religious 
identities? 

The findings are categorized into four main themes that emerged from the 
responses: (1) Attitudes Toward Western culture in English Language Learning, (2) 
The Role of Motivation: Instrumental vs. Integrative, (3) Cultural Conflict and Iden
tity Negotiation, and (4) Coping Strategies: Selective Adaptation vs. Resistance. 

-

Attitudes Toward Western Culture in English Language Learning 
One of the primary areas of exploration in this study is how Arab EFL learners per
ceive Western cultural elements in English education. The data collected from the 
questionnaire revealed a rather complex and often ambivalent relationship with these 
cultural elements, essentially showcasing a spectrum of attitudes ranging from accep
tance and selective integration to skepticism and resistance/rejection. The findings 
illustrate that while some learners view Western cultural exposure as a valuable com
ponent of English education, others perceive it as a cultural threat that could interfere 
with their Arabic identity and values. 

-

-

-

Responses to statement 14,  “I feel that learning about Western culture interferes with 
my culture,”  are summarized in  Table 1.  

Responses to statement 15, “I think Western people…” are summarized in Table 2. 
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Perceived Differences Between Western and Arab Culture 
As indicated in Table 1, responses to question 14 revealed significant concerns about 
cultural interference. While some students were neutral or disagreed, a significant 
portion of 46.7% (10 participants) either strongly agreed or agreed that learning West
ern culture could interfere with their Arabic cultural identity. 

-

Building on these findings, Table 2 shows that participants perceived Western 
culture as significantly different from their own. Responses to question 15 indicated 
that an overwhelming majority (85.7%, 18 participants) believed that Western people 
uphold values that do not overlap with Arab values. This perception reinforces the 
notion that many Arab learners see English as not only a linguistic tool but also a 
carrier of cultural values distinct from their own. 

These cultural tensions were evident in participants’ comments. One respondent 
stated: “Most of the time, I feel as though learning about Western culture equates to 
putting my own culture at risk because, from my perspective, they are complete oppo
sites.” However, others expressed a more open approach, emphasizing that learning 
about different cultures does not necessarily mean adopting them: “not really, in my 
culture we are open to learning about different cultures and different languages… 
However, not to a point where we have to leave what we believe in and sacrifice it for 
our interest in other cultures.” 

-

These responses reflect an internal negotiation process, whereby students attempt 
to balance their exposure to English with the need to preserve their Arabic identity. 

Impact of Western Culture on Motivation 
The potential for cultural conflict appears to have a tangible impact on students’ moti
vation to learn English. Responses to question 22 (“What would hinder your motiva
tion to learn English?”; see Appendix A) revealed that 66.7% (14 participants) stated 
that excessive exposure to Western culture in English instruction would negatively 
impact their motivation to learn. 

-
-

This finding suggests that while Arab learners value English for its practical bene
fits, they remain wary of an overemphasis on Western cultural elements in the curric
ulum. One participant elaborated on this perspective: “I enjoy learning about their 
culture, but only to a certain degree. I wouldn’t enjoy being taught only about Western  
culture because I feel like there is a lot of differences between us and them…” 

-
-

This response further strengthens the need for a balanced curriculum that inte
grates both linguistic proficiency and cultural sensitivity, a recommendation also 
put forth by scholars like Asraf (1996), who emphasized the importance of including 
learners’ native culture in EFL education. 

-

Selective Engagement and Cultural Filtering 
Although some learners viewed Western culture as a potential threat, others demon
strated a more selective approach. Many students reported engaging with English 

-
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language content that aligned with their values while disregarding elements they 
deemed inappropriate or culturally incompatible. 

For instance, when discussing their preferred exposure to Western culture in 
language learning, some respondents repeatedly noted the need to filter out holi
days, alcohol, and relationship norms. One participant emphasized that they prefer 
a moderated approach to Western cultural content, given that full immersion felt 
overwhelming. This approach aligns with findings from Sadek (2007) and Asraf 
(1996), who noted that Arab EFL learners often adopt a “selective borrowing” strat
egy, in which learners acquire English for practical purposes while resisting cultural 
assimilation. 

-

-

The Need for Balanced Cultural Representation 
The findings underscore the necessity of a balanced approach to English language  
learning that could potentially accommodate cultural sensitivities. A consider
able 76.2% (16 participants) believed that they could have learned English without  
learning about Western culture. One participant stated: “it is not necessary to learn  
Western culture to learn the language.” However, other students acknowledged that  
cultural awareness can enhance language learning. Some 52.4% (11 participants)  
agreed that understanding Western culture can aid in mastering the language. As  
one respondent stated: “Knowledge of cultural contexts that underpin the language  
you’re learning can provide you with invaluable insights into certain phrases that  
are often spoken by natives of a particular cultural group.” This suggests that while  
many Arab learners prefer a linguistic-focused approach, a moderate inclusion of  
cultural content could be beneficial—provided it does not overshadow their own  
cultural identity. 

-

The Push and Pull of English Learning: Motivation vs. Cultural Identity 

Apart from the attitudes toward Western culture in English language education, this 
study explores how cultural tensions influence learners’ motivation to acquire English.  
The questionnaire findings showcase that Arab EFL primarily exhibit instrumental 
motivation; that is, they view English as a tool for academic, professional, and eco
nomic success. However, a large number of participants also raised concerns about 
cultural interference, essentially highlighting an ongoing tension between pragmatic 
benefits and cultural preservation. 

-

Dominance of Instrumental Motivation 
The findings revealed that a majority of Arab EFL learners are motivated to learn 
English for practical reasons rather than cultural integration. Responses to statement 
1, “I think English is necessary for my success (work, social status, family)” received 
the highest score in the entire survey: 
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•  85.7% (18 participants) strongly agreed 
•  14.3% (3 participants) agreed 
•  Total agreement: 100% (21 participants) 

Similarly, responses to question 21, which asked participants what motivates them 
to learn English (see Appendix A), revealed that 81% (17 participants) viewed English 
as an essential skill for success in a globalized world. This finding supports previous 
research by Gardner (1985) and Sadek (2007), which suggests that instrumental moti
vation tends to dominate in non-western EFL settings, particularly when English is 
seen as a necessity rather than a cultural gateway. 

-

This data suggests that Arab EFL learners do not see English as a means of assimi
lating into Western society; rather, they prioritize its practical benefits. 

-

Cultural Concerns and the Fear of Language Domination 
Despite this strong instrumental motivation, many participants expressed concerns 
about potential cultural conflicts arising from prolonged exposure to Western cultural  
elements embedded in English learning. 

For instance, responses to statement 7, “I feel as though English is dominating the 
world,” reflect this concern: 

•  71.4% (15 participants) strongly agreed 
•  28.6% (6 participants) agreed 
•  Total agreement: 100% (21 participants) 

When asked to justify their responses, participants provided a range of perspec
tives; some viewed the dominance of English positively, mentioning its practicality 
and ease of learning: “it’s a good thing because English is needed everywhere.” Others,  
however, expressed unease about the diminishing role of Arabic: 

-

I strongly agree, because nowadays I’m using English more than I am using my own  
language and that is not something good because I am afraid in the future we will 
stop using our language because we will all be speaking English. 

This internal struggle reinforces the “push and pull” dynamic—where Arab learn
ers are essentially grappling with the need to master English for practical purposes 
while simultaneously striving to protect their native language and cultural identity. 

-

Cultural Tensions as a Demotivating Factor 
An overemphasis on Western cultural content in English language teaching and 
learning can act as a demotivating factor for some learners. Building on earlier find
ings about cultural demotivation, responses to question 22 revealed a clear pattern: 
while the majority of participants viewed excessive Western cultural content as 

-
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demotivating, only 14.3% (3 participants) stated that not being taught about Western 
culture would hinder their motivation. Additionally, 19% (4 participants) provided 
other reasons for decreased motivation, including being forced to learn English exclu
sively through Western culture and having limited opportunities for communication 
with English speakers. 

-

This suggests that while some learners appreciate a degree of cultural exposure, 
an overemphasis on Western norms can be perceived as intrusive and discouraging. 
One respondent elaborated: “I like learning the good parts of their culture, but not the  
ones that contradict my own values.” This further supports Asraf ’s (1996) argument 
that culturally sensitive language education is crucial for sustaining motivation among  
non-Western EFL learners. 

The Push and Pull of English Learning 
The findings paint a clear picture of the tension between the instrumental benefits of 
English and concerns about cultural preservation; on the push side, learners are moti
vated by the academic, professional, and social mobility that English provides. On the  
pull side, concerns about cultural interference, language loss, and excessive exposure 
to Western cultural norms create barriers that lead to learners’ disengagement. This 
tension raises important pedagogical considerations. How can English be taught in 
a way that maximizes motivation while minimizing cultural resistance? Can English 
education be structured to allow learners to engage selectively with cultural elements? 

-

The next section will illustrate the strategies Arab EFL learners have developed to 
navigate these tensions—from selective adaptation to outright resistance. 

Coping Strategies: Selective Adaptation vs. Resistance 

Building upon the previous discussion of cultural tensions in English learning, this 
section aims to explore how Arab EFL learners actively navigate and negotiate their 
engagement when faced with Western cultural elements. While some learners adopt 
a selective adaptation strategy, engaging with aspects of Western culture they deem 
“safe” and beneficial while filtering out others, others express resistance to Western 
cultural exposure in English language learning. 

Selective Adaptation: Engaging with Beneficial Aspects of English While 
Maintaining Cultural Identity 
A significant number of Arab EFL learners strategically engage with English by selec
tively adapting some of its cultural elements instead of fully embracing or rejecting 
Western cultural norms. These learners adopt aspects they find useful—particularly 
those related to professional, academic, or communication skills—while consciously 
filtering out content that contradicts their beliefs. This approach essentially allows 

-
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students to maximize the instrumental benefits they receive from English while avoid
ing cultural assimilation. 

-

Responses to multiple questionnaire items reinforce this perspective. Building on 
earlier findings about students’ preference for learning English without Western cul
tural content, participants demonstrated clear patterns of selective engagement with 
cultural content. One participant stated, “It is not necessary to learn Western cul
ture to learn the language.” Similarly, another respondent emphasized their selective 
engagement, saying that they focus only on cultural elements that align with their val
ues. Many participants described actively filtering out Western cultural content that 
they deemed irrelevant or conflicting with their values. Among the most commonly 
rejected cultural elements were: 

-

-

-

1.  Western holidays and celebrations (e.g., Christmas, Halloween, Thanksgiving) 
2.  Alcohol consumption in social contexts 
3.  General cultural and religious practices 

One participant described this filtering process as follows: “ I like to have a diversity  
of options, however, if the place serves pork or alcohol, I wouldn’t enjoy it let alone 
visit it.” Similarly, in response to statement 14, “I feel learning about Western culture 
interferes with my culture,” one participant voiced their concern stating, “Yes, because  
I don’t want to be learning about holidays and celebrations that are not in my own cul
ture…” In the same vein, one participant, when asked to justify “disagreeing” with the  
statement 2 “I enjoy listening to Western music,” noted “I don’t like the things that are 
often referred to in western music because it goes against my religion.” In statement 16,  
when asked about whether Arabs should learn more about their own tradition instead  
of adopting Western traditions, one respondent stated: “I agree, but I also think that it 
wouldn’t be too bad to learn or adopt the good parts of Western traditions.” 

-

These responses reinforce Sadek’s (2007) and Asraf ’s (1996) findings, which show
case how Arab EFL learners often adopt a “selective borrowing” strategy—engaging 
with English as a practical tool while resisting cultural assimilation. This underlines 
the agency that learners go through when navigating the tension between linguistic 
necessity and cultural preservation. 

-

Cultural Resistance: Rejecting or Minimizing Engagement with Western 
Cultural Elements 
While many learners adopted more of a pragmatic, selective approach, a notable 
number of students expressed resistance toward the integration of Western culture in 
English learning materials. These learners perceived Western cultural elements as a 
threat to their identity and actively rejected engagement with them. 

This resistance to excessive Western cultural content, as demonstrated in the earlier  
motivation findings, manifested in students’ broader attitudes toward cultural inte
gration in language learning. Students expressed clear preferences for maintaining 

-
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their cultural identity while learning English, emphasizing the importance of balanced  
cultural representation in their language education journey. 

One participant expressed strong concerns about cultural interference, stating: 
“When I learn about Western things specifically, I feel uncomfortable because our 
culture doesn’t align with theirs, so I feel like I have to puy my culture aside and swal
low my pride and learn this new culture.” Another participant wrote: 

-

In many ways; Arabic and western cultures are essentially vastly different than each 
other. Western people hold quite different values than Arabic people. Going club
bing, dancing, dress codes are extremely different than ours and not in a good way 
because it goes against our religion as muslims. 

-

Similarly, in response to statement 4 “I enjoy learning about the Western culture 
while learning English,” one student disagreed noting: “Because our culture do not fit 
their culture and their traditions.” Another participant voiced their resistance about 
Western fashion claiming: “because its contrary to our costumes and religion.” This 
is reinforced by another student who voiced their concerns about Western cultural 
elements: “…So when the teacher teaches my about Christmas or New Years eve or 
easter, all of these celebrations we do not have nor do we accept so I don’t want to 
learn about these things.” Another respondent raised concerns about the preservation  
of their identity postulating: “Adopting Western culture and values means abandoning  
my own, and that’s why I think it is much better for Arabs to learn and enrich their 
knowledge about their own culture.” 

This sense of cultural intrusion aligns with research by Ateyat and Gasaymeh 
(2015), who found that Arab learners often associate English education with Western
ization, leading to concerns about losing their cultural and religious identity. Similarly,  
Elshenawy (2017) observed that students in Qatar were often reluctant to engage with  
Western norms in English learning due to fears of cultural erosion. 

-

Having presented the core findings from this study, illustrating how Arab EFL 
learners navigate their cultural tensions through selective adaptation and resistance, 
the following section will interpret these findings by placing them in dialogue with 
existing literature. Specifically, this discussion will showcase how these learner strat
egies align or contrast with theoretical frameworks. It will also highlight the practi
cal implications for language education policies and pedagogical practices in Arab 
contexts. 

-
-

Discussion 

Revisiting the Research Questions 
The findings presented in the previous section shed light on 1) How Arab EFL learn
ers reconcile English’s academic and professional advantages with cultural tensions, 
and 2) The strategies they employ to maintain cultural and religious identities while 

-
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engaging with English. Overall, the data illustrated a complex interplay between 
instrumental motivation, cultural preservation, and the selective adoption or resis
tance of Western cultural norms. 

-

Interpretation of Key Findings 

Cultural Tensions and Instrumental Priorities 
Participants consistently perceived English as a crucial tool for academic, professional,  
and socioeconomic mobility, thereby aligning with Gardner’s (1985) concept of 
instrumental motivation. However, the data also highlighted that instrumental moti
vation cannot be understood, nor does it operate in isolation; concerns about cul
tural identity make the learning process more ambivalent. This parallels Elshenawy’s 
(2017) and Sadek’s (2007) findings, which document how Arab learners perceive and 
value English for its global utility but remain anxious about adopting the cultural 
norms they perceive as opposing or unethical to their own. 

-
-

An essential element of this research lies in how Arab EFL learners experience 
Western norms as culturally intrusive. Many respondents were aware that some expo
sure to Western culture can aid them in mastering the linguistic subtleties, yet they 
also voiced strong preferences by setting boundaries around culturally sensitive topics  
(e.g., alcohol consumption, certain holidays, dating norms). Such selective engage
ment showcases how learners engage with English while choosing which cultural 
components to incorporate or reject (Asraf, 1996; Khuwaileh, 2000; Uddin, 2017). 

-

-

This selective stance strengthens Kramsch’s (1998) argument that language is inex
tricably linked to culture—but that linkage does not require full cultural assimilation. 
Instead, learners can develop what Byram (2021) calls “intercultural competence,” 
essentially using English to communicate effectively across cultures, but without 
abandoning their original identity or cultural values. In other words, learners acknowl
edge that language cannot be learned without its cultural origins, but deliberate deci
sion making—what might be termed “selective-borrowing” (Asraf, 1996)—allows 
students to maintain cultural integrity while benefiting from the instrumental values 
of English. By establishing boundaries, learners can actively manage both linguistic 
gains and cultural preservation—such as traditions, values, and beliefs—rather than 
adopting every element of the target language’s culture, thereby reflecting a contem
porary understanding of EFL education—one that facilitates cross-cultural commu
nication without the need for learners to adopt all cultural norms of native speakers. 
This dynamic is particularly prevalent in Arab EFL contexts, where religious and 
social factors strongly influence which cultural elements learners accept or reject. 

-

-
-

-
-

Negotiation of Identity in the EFL Classroom 
The findings also illustrate how learners actively negotiate and construct their cul
tural identities while engaging with English and Western cultural elements. Responses  

-
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suggest that many participants perceive Western norms and values as distinct, if not 
in direct conflict with traditional Arab or Islamic teachings. It is rather interesting 
that although religion was not explicitly mentioned in the survey, many participants 
mentioned it as a bone of contention; that is, their religion (Islam) forbids them from 
learning about elements directly opposing it. This aligns with Hofstede’s (2011) cul
tural dimensions framework, in which Western societies often rank higher on individ
ualism and indulgence, whereas Arab societies emphasize collectivism and restraint. 
More specifically, religion does indeed seem to be one element that guides Arab EFL 
learners’ ways of living. The resulting “clash” echoes what Berry (1997) describes as 
acculturation stress—though it is important to note that I did not directly observe or 
measure participants’ experiences of acculturation stress in the classroom. Any sug
gestion of “clash” thus stems from self-report, emphasizing the subjective dimension 
of cultural tensions rather than a documented classroom phenomenon. 

-
-

-

Learners are not merely passive recipients of cultural content; instead, I would  
argue that students actively choose selective adaptation as a strategy to interpret  
and modify cultural content based on their needs, interests, and contexts. Building  
on Asraf ’s (1996) and Sadek’s (2007) notion of “selective borrowing,” participants  
often filter or reject cultural elements they deem incompatible with their beliefs.  
This adaptation helps reconcile the dual aims of 1) benefiting from English’s prac
tical advantages, and 2) protecting core aspects of Arabic identity. Remarkably, a  
subset of participants engaged in more active resistance, expressing a clear stance  
that Western content might “erode” their cultural traditions and values—reflecting  
the essential role of religion and social norms in shaping attitudes toward language  
education. 

-

Alignment with Existing Literature 
These findings resonate with a broader body of work on language and cultural conflict  
in non-Western EFL settings. Similar to Ahmed’s (2011) work in the Gulf, the current 
results emphasize the apprehensions around the “marginalization” of Arabic culture 
when English materials privilege Western perspectives. At the same time, they con
firm Gardner and Lamber’s (1972) distinction between integrative and instrumental 
orientations—albeit with an essential caveat in mind: in heavily tradition-oriented 
societies, cultural integration is not always a desired or viable goal. Instead, learners 
often gravitate toward a “third path,” whereby they obtain the practical advantages of 
learning English while selectively distancing themselves from Western influences that  
oppose their values. 

-

Implications for Pedagogy and Policy 

Based on these findings, EFL educators and curriculum developers in the context of 
Arab EFL learners could benefit from: 
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1.  A balanced cultural representation wherein they incorporate examples and texts 
that reflect both Western and Arabic perspectives, thereby normalizing local 
cultural experiences in the English classroom. This could potentially reduce 
students’ constant worry about the preservation of their culture. 

2.  Context-sensitive approaches; that is, rather than forcing alignment with West
ern holidays and social norms, materials can promote comparative or neutral 
scenarios. Models like CBI (Content-Based Instruction), EMI (English
Medium Instruction), CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning), or 
an EIL/ELF (English as an international/Lingua Franca) approach may help 
focus on local or universal content rather than exclusively Western topics. This 
could facilitate a safer space for students to practice their language skills with
out feeling pressured to adopt unfamiliar customs. 

-

-

-

3.  Selective cultural content: teachers could offer optional or elective modules 
focusing on cultural exploration that allows learners to self-select based on 
their interest and comfort level. This aligns with the “filtering” strategy many 
already employ. This would essentially allow learners to explore the beneficial 
aspects without putting their own values at risk. 

4.  Teacher training in intercultural competence: instructors should learn how to 
negotiate sensitive cultural topics and be aware of the strong religious and 
societal norms at play in many Arabic contexts. Awareness of potential areas 
of conflict—such as alcohol or clothing—can help teachers avoid alienating 
learners. Alternatively, one intercultural approach envisions students as “inter
cultural mediators,” that not only learn how to communicate, but also develop 
the ability to interpret, mediate, and negotiate cultural meanings (Byram, 
2021). 

-

5.  Material centered on source culture: curriculum designers could integrate Ara
bic values, traditions, and content in English learning, reinforcing learners’ 
sense of identity while teaching the target language. This could potentially 
address concerns about the marginalization of Arabic culture; it emphasizes 
that English is a global tool rather than a vehicle for unwanted or forced 
assimilation. 

-

Limitations and Future Research 

Before moving forward, it is crucial to mention the limitations of this study. Since 
the data was originally collected for my MA thesis at the University of Warsaw, it was 
primarily designed to examine motivation and attitudes among Arab EFL learners 
rather than focusing exclusively on cultural conflict. While the questionnaire data has 
been reinterpreted to explore tensions between Western cultural norms and Arabic 
values in English language learning, certain nuances may not have been fully captured. 
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Additionally, the study relies on self-reported data—an approach prone to several  
biases and validity concerns (Grimm, 2010; Miller, 2012). Social desirability bias can  
arise if participants adjust their answers based on what they believe is expected of them  
rather than their true opinions (Miller, 2012). Recall bias may also affect how accu
rately respondents remember and report past experiences or attitudes (Raphael, 1987). 

-

Building on present findings, future research could expand the participant pool 
and employ qualitative methods, such as interviews, classroom observations, or focus  
groups to capture in-the-moment negotiations of identity and culture in EFL class
rooms. It could also examine how different age groups or educational settings (e.g., 
high school vs. university) vary in their approaches to selective adaptation or cul
tural resistance, whether teacher perceptions align with students’ perceptions regard
ing cultural content, and how any discrepancies shape classroom dynamics. Lastly, 
considering the role of digital media, future research might investigate how learning 
English through AI-based platforms might influence cultural adaptation or resistance 
among Arab EFL learners. 

-

-
-

Conclusion 

This study investigated how Arab EFL learners reconcile the academic and profes
sional benefits of English with their cultural and religious values. Additionally, it 
sheds light on the subtle interplay Arab EFL learners navigate. They actively pursue 
the instrumental benefits of English while protecting and reasserting their cultural 
and religious identities. Rather than viewing some cultural elements as incompati
ble, many learners adopt flexible strategies to help them advance in a global world 
inseparable from English while remaining rooted in their own traditions. This tension  
points to the importance of culturally responsive pedagogies that respect learners’ val
ues while supporting their linguistic and professional goals. English education need 
not—and should not—come at the expense of a learner’s cultural identity and values. 

-

-

-

Although the sample was relatively small and relied on self-report, the results 
offered a foundation for future research to further explore these dynamics in larger— 
and perhaps—more diverse Arab populations and through qualitative designs such 
as classroom observations. Overall, the core takeaway from this study is that language 
educators and policymakers must tend to more than merely grammar and vocabulary;  
fostering mutual respect for cultural identities is just as essential in helping Arab learn
ers thrive in English language settings. 

-
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Appendix A  
Selected Survey Items 

Note: The survey consisted of both Likert-scale statements and multiple-choice ques
tions. For statements 1-16 (unless otherwise specified), participants were asked to 
choose from the following options: strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree. 

-

Statement 1. “I think English is necessary for my success (work, social status, 
family).” 

Statement 1a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Statement 2. “I enjoy listening to Western music.” 
Statement 2a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Statement 4. “I enjoy learning about Western culture while learning English.” 
Statement 4a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Statement 7. “I feel as though English is dominating the world.” 
Statement 7a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Statement 14. “I feel that learning about Western culture interferes with my culture.”  
Statement 14a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Statement 15. “I think Western people: (a) Have extremely different values that do 

not overlap with Arab values; (b) Have almost the same values as Arabs; (c) Other.” 
Statement 16. “I think Arabs should learn more about their own traditions instead 

of adopting Western traditions.” 
Statement 16a. “Please justify your answer.” 
Question 21. “What motivates you to learn English? (a) Communicating with 

native English speakers; (b) Better job opportunities and success in life; (c) Studies; 
(d) Other.” 

Question 22. “What would hinder your motivation to learn English? (a) Being 
taught primarily about Western Culture while learning English; (b) Not being taught 
about the Western culture while learning English; (c) Other.” 
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Difficult Neighborhoods 

Consensus and Conflict in Academic Book Reviews 

Abstract 

The contemporary classification of linguistics as a humanities field and psychol
ogy as a social science discipline has not always been universally agreed upon, and  
over the centuries, many different representations have abounded. Regardless of  
the taxonomy adopted, both disciplines deal with the human subject in one way or  
another and may therefore be regarded as neighboring areas of knowledge. However,  
the two fields frequently blend, overlap, and diverge, creating a conceptual terri
tory that defies clear interpretations. From this perspective, the notion of difficult  
neighborhoods becomes particularly relevant. This article sees the notion of difficult  
neighborhoods in a dual way. First, in terms of the intrinsic polarity of evaluative  
meanings, pertaining to either positive or negative assessments, formulated in all  
manner of ways and carried across the pages of an academic book review. Second,  
in terms of the very status of the two disciplines from which the book reviews have  
been retrieved, namely, linguistics and psychology. This paper offers an exploration  
of the management and distribution of positive and negative evaluations in the two  
corpora of 240 book reviews. The analysis was conducted with the UAMCT soft
ware (O’Donnell, 2019), short for Universidad Autonoma de Madrid Corpus Tools.  
The study makes use of part of a structured annotation scheme comprising two over-
arching classifications: eVALUTION-TYPe and eVALUATION-ObJecT (Zasowska,  
2023). As part of a more extensive analysis, this paper takes as its prime focus the  
parameter of STYLe as an eVALUATION-ObJecT and its 12 subcategories. Upon  
a detailed examination of the evaluative expressions within two interrelated yet  
independent academic disciplines, several observations regarding the writing style  
in each corpus have been identified. The findings conclude that what is crucially  
important is the  extent to which the evaluative parameters are represented in the two  
corpora. Specifically, the parameter of ATTRAcTIVeNeSS emerges as a distinctive  
feature of psychology reviews, while the parameter of cLARITY  is highlighted as  
emblematic of the linguistics corpus. 

-

-

-
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Keywords: evaluation, book review, linguistics, psychology, consensus, conflict, diffi
cult neighborhoods 

-

Introduction 

Although most academic texts are not structured to evoke explicit evaluative assess
ments, more often than not, they carry a significant amount of personal judgement.  
It is particularly evident in the realm of the review genres, which generally aim to  
assess the work of other scholars. Among these, the book review stands out as a  
form where opinion-related language becomes visibly expressive and potentially  
confrontational. 

-

While conveying an opinion means many things, consensus and conflict seem to 
be its most prominent driving forces. It may be argued that consensus is reflected 
through attributions of credit to the volume under review or the author of the work, 
demonstrating solidarity of reviewers with their colleagues in shared communities, 
and acknowledging the reputation and credibility of the authors. On the other hand, 
expressions of criticism and complaints, which may give rise to conflict, are frequently  
mitigated and softened in a variety of ways so as not to undermine a person’s face 
or threaten their professional standing. These intentions and actions manifest in the 
book review genre, where consensus and conflict are closely intertwined and molded 
by the expectations of disciplinary communities. 

Over the last three decades, numerous investigations into the evaluative language of  
the book review have offered an extensive body of research conducted mainly within 
the field of linguistics, often juxtaposed with one or more academic disciplines (e.g., 
Hyland, 2000; Nicolaisen, 2002; Römer, 2005; Shaw, 2009; Giannoni, 2010; D’Angelo,  
2012). A number of studies have demonstrated that the analysis of positive and neg
ative meanings should concentrate not only on single lexical items such as adjectives 
or nouns, but also take a much broader look at the syntactic signals of evaluation 
(see, e.g., Hunston & Francis, 1996; Hunston & Sinclair, 2000; Hoey, 2005; Römer, 
2010). This is to say that some language patterns exhibit an evaluative meaning, with
out being overly explicit about it (see e.g., Bednarek, 2009, on language patterns and 
meaning or Hunston, 2011, in her study on modal-like expressions). Furthermore, 
there are situations in which the lexicogrammatical environment is indicative of a 
specific evaluation, not readily accessible through intuition or introspection (see the 
discussion of semantic prosody by Channell, 2000; Sinclair, 2004; Hunston, 2008; 
Partington, 2015; or Malory, 2024). 

-

-

While explicit and implicit expressions of praise and criticism have been the sub
ject of numerous corpus analyses, the latter sparked more academic curiosity. Liter
ature shows a significant amount of studies that have been devoted to investigating 

-
-
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the various ways in which academic book reviews make negative evaluations, often 
in terms of a third variable, for example, gender (e.g., Römer, 2006; Tse & Hyland, 
2006), authorship (e.g., Zasowska, 2019), academic identity (e.g., Giannoni, 2010), or 
language of the book (e.g., Itakura & Tsui, 2011; Junqueira & Cortes, 2014). 

Despite considerable research on evaluation in the academic book review, relatively  
scant attention has been paid to exploring the mechanisms of evaluation in a detailed 
quantitative and qualitative analysis of only two disciplines at hand, especially in the 
context of the writing style of the author(s) of the reviewed book, which appears 
to be crucially important in disseminating knowledge claims to the reading public. 
The rationale behind this study stems from the author’s desire to challenge a some
what unwritten expectation that encourages researchers to select two or more fields 
of knowledge from opposite sides of the scientific spectrum, such as linguistics and 
chemistry, sociology and biology and engineering, and so on. Having two or more 
contrasting disciplines may provide more opportunities to find a wide range of dif
ferences, and, as mentioned earlier, numerous scholars have elaborated on the nature 
of such differences so far. This study aims to compare and contrast two fields that 
come from similar spheres of knowledge and, as such, present a challenging avenue 
of research. While it is true that linguistics, as the study of the human language, and 
psychology, as the study of the human psyche, are inexorably connected, the two 
disciplines follow divergent paths regarding their research methods, theoretical frame
works, and practical implementations. Therefore, although interrelated, linguistics 
and psychology remain distinct fields within the contemporary scientific neighbor
hoods. How they interact across disciplinary boundaries makes their relationship 
worthy of exploration and further discussion. 

-

-

-

-

This article investigates the management of positive and negative evaluations in 
book reviews of linguistics and psychology, with the aim of exploring similarities and 
differences in how the author’s writing style is assessed in the review. The corpora 
selected for the analysis were obtained from the Science Direct Elsevier database and 
consist of 120 book reviews from each field, spanning the years 2008 to 2018. The 
investigation has been carried out with the help of the UAMCT corpus software 
(O’Donnell, 2019). First, the author created her multilayered annotation scheme, 
and subsequently, the UAMCT software was used to annotate instances of evalu
ation in the two corpora. To a degree, the multiparameter annotation scheme rep
resents an advancement over “the categories of evaluation” introduced by Hyland 
(2000, p. 47) and “evaluative constructions” offered by Shaw (2009). However, the 
complete annotation scheme pays more attention to the unexplored or, at the very 
least, underexplored parameter of “the syntax of evaluation” and develops more 
nuanced parameters of evaluation. The scheme consists of two basic classifications: 
eVALUATION-TYPe, which looks at the polarity of the evaluative expressions at a 
syntactic level, and eVALUATION-ObJecT, which is concerned with the target of 

-
-
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the evaluation. The two overarching types are further divided into their lower-level 
categories; however, for reasons of space and relevance, these are not fully presented 
and discussed in this paper (for details, see Zasowska, 2023). This study brings into 
focus positive and negative evaluations within the parameter of STYLe (one of the 
seven categories of eVALUATION-ObJecT) and its 12 sub-parameters. The parame
ter of STYLe corresponds to the manner in which the book’s author communicates 
knowledge claims in the two fields under investigation, which is subsequently evalu
ated in the review. 

-

-

Throughout this paper, italics are used for emphasis, cAPITALS indicate parame
ters of evaluation as originally outlined in the annotation scheme, and a standard font 
is used when referring to terms in a general sense. 

-

1.   Difficult Neighborhoods: Linguistics and Psychology on the Map of 
Disciplines 

Given the richness of the numerous divisions of sciences throughout the history of 
human knowledge-making, it should come as no surprise that this section cannot 
discuss them in detail. It is worth remembering, however, that the classification of 
linguistics as a humanities discipline and psychology as a social science has never 
been set in stone. In fact, only in the last century have the various taxonomies of 
disciplines placed linguistics and psychology either in the same subject domain (see 
e.g., Beth, 1959; Kedrov, 1965), or in a completely separate area (see e.g., Hooper, 1906;  
Strumilin, 1954). 

Currently, the Web of Science classifies research areas into five broad categories, in 
which both linguistics and psychology are placed within the domain of social sciences.  
In the Scopus Database, linguistics is classified under “Language and Linguistics” and 
placed in the Arts and Humanities, as well as under “Linguistics and Language” within the 
Social Sciences. Psychology, conversely, constitutes a separate subject area in Scopus 
and is subdivided into several other subcategories, such as applied psychology, clinical  
psychology, experimental and cognitive psychology, and social psychology. 

In the context of the Polish higher education system, there have been notable trans
formations regarding the classification of linguistics as a humanities discipline and 
psychology as a social science over the last two decades. It is crucial to acknowledge 
that the official categorization of scientific fields and disciplines in Poland between 
2005 and 2011, as outlined in the Resolution of the Central Commission for Academic 
Degrees and Titles on December 10, 2008 (originally in Polish: Uchwała Centralnej 
Komisji do Spraw Stopni i Tytułów z dnia 10 grudnia 2008 r. [ Journal of Laws of 2008, 
No.97, item 843]) initially positioned linguistics and psychology under the same cat
egory of humanities. However, a significant shift occurred with the promulgation of 
the Ministry of Science and Higher Education’s regulation on August 8, 2011, regarding  

-

-
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the domains of knowledge, scientific, and artistic disciplines ( Journal of Laws of 2011 
r. No. 179, p. 1065). This decree led to the reassignment of linguistics and psychology 
to distinct academic fields, specifically the humanities and social sciences. 

Taking a bird’s-eye view of the disciplinary territory of linguistics and psychology, it 
should be noted that any similarity or difference outlined below is only a broad gen
eralization and may vary significantly for individual theoreticians and researchers in 
pursuit of their own research objectives. 

-

Linguistics studies human language, specifically its structure and form, historical 
development, and relationship with culture and society. As a humanities discipline, 
linguistics emphasizes the study of language as a system of communication and 
focuses strongly on form and meaning. Furthermore, linguistics is distinguished by 
its interpretative and analytical approach to studying language usage. These methods 
are associated with the humanities disciplines and their emphasis on critical think-
ing, interpretation, and hermeneutics. Finally, linguistics, probably unlike psychology,  
resorts to historical and comparative analysis by frequently examining the histori
cal development and the evolution of languages, as well as performing comparative 
studies of different languages and language families. The historical and comparative 
approach resonates with the focus of the humanities disciplines on understanding 
the historical context and cultural evolution (see, e.g., Risager, 2005, on language and 
culture in applied linguistics, or Sharifian, 2017, on the notion of cultural linguistics). 

-

Psychology as a social science is concerned with human behavior and cognition. 
It investigates emotions and mental processes and explores how individuals think, 
feel, and behave in all manner of situational contexts, be it cognitive, emotional, or 
institutional. Furthermore, psychology can be distinguished from other sciences on 
the basis of its empirical and scientific methods. The discipline puts emphasis on 
empirical research, employing systematic observation, experimentation, and statis
tical analysis to investigate human behavior and cognitive processes (see, e.g. Myers, 
2008; Hergenhahn, 2009; Goodwin & Goodwin, 2016). Consequently, this empirical 
approach aligns with the scientific methods commonly associated with social sciences  
(e.g., Schinka et al., 2003). Among these, there are at least two worth mentioning. 
The first can be referred to as interaction and influence within social contexts, which 
involves how individuals interact, form relationships, and are influenced by social, cul
tural, and environmental factors (e.g., Grzyb & Dolinski, 2022). One important char
acteristic of the social sciences perspective is its strong focus on social interactions 
and the examination of how a social context shapes individuals. The second method, 
often highlighted by theoreticians, points out the aspect that could be described as 
applied research and intervention (e.g., Brawley, 1993). This applied “dimension” of 
psychology is visible because the discipline often seeks to apply research findings to 

-

-
-
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understand and improve human well-being, mental health, or education. The empha
sis on practical applications is consistent with the focus of social sciences on address
ing social issues and positive change for the betterment of society (e.g., Goodwin & 
Goodwin, 2016). 

-
-

Based on the discussion so far, it can be argued that linguistics and psychology 
are related disciplines. Their respective domains share several features in at least five 
aspects. First, both fields exhibit strong interdisciplinary connections. With varying 
levels of commitment, linguistics and psychology overlap with disciplines such as 
anthropology, computer science, neurology, history, and sociology (e.g., Bolshakov 
& Gelbukh, 2004). A second point of connection is the shared interest in studying 
language and communication, although the intensity of this interest varies. While lin
guistics focuses on the structure and form of language and its use, psychology explores  
how language is processed, acquired, and used cognitively in social interactions. The 
two fields also share a range of research methods, including experimental studies, sur
veys, observations, corpus analysis, and other empirical methods to gather data and 
test hypotheses. A fourth area of agreement is the reliance on statistical analysis and 
data interpretation in the research process. Finally, as much as psychology, linguistics 
also deals with the understanding of human behavior. While linguists mainly focus 
on analyzing language-related behavior, psychologists concentrate on a broader spec
trum of mental processes, including cognition, emotion, development, personality, 
and social interaction. 

-

-

-

The existence of similarities between the two disciplines should not obscure the 
fact that there are differences between them, although they may not be immediately 
apparent. Paradoxically, what serves as a mutual area of interest is, at the same time, 
a point where the two disciplines diverge. A crucial difference between linguistics 
and psychology lies in the focus and scope of research each field exhibits. Linguistics 
might be considered a narrower field of study as it primarily investigates language 
structure, synchronically and diachronically, with its many forms and variations, both 
spoken and written. Conversely, psychology examines a much broader selection of 
topics, including cognition, perception, memory, personality, developmental pro
cesses, psychopathology, and social behavior, to name but a few. For linguists, social 
aspects of behavior are important additions to language study. While these may sig
nificantly facilitate the understanding of language, they are not typically the primary
motivators of investigation. For psychologists, however, the social aspect comes to the  
forefront of a research inquiry, with language considered as one  of several behavior- 
related elements and often given secondary importance. 

-

-
 

A similar observation can be made about methods and data. Again, it is the scope 
and the extent of these approaches that differentiate linguistics from psychology. Lin
guistic research often focuses on analyzing language patterns and features through 
manual and computerized analysis, surveys, and interviews. However, it is also open 

-
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to exchange methods with other fields, incorporating experiments or statistical anal
ysis where appropriate (e.g., Levon, 2013; Johnson, 2013; Paltridge & Phakiti, 2015). In
testing hypotheses and refining theories, psychologists employ all manner of meth-
ods, including descriptive, correlational, and experimental approaches. These are 
applied in case studies, surveys, clinical assessments, naturalistic observations, exper
imentation, neuroimaging, or behavioral observations (e.g., Myers, 2008; Schinka  
et al., 2013). 

-
 

-

A final point of divergence lies in the applicability of research in both fields. Psy
chology is often characterized by its strong emphasis on application and interven
tion, as seen in areas such as clinical psychology, counselling, educational psychology,  
industrial-organizational psychology, and forensic psychology. Linguistics, by con
trast, tends to focus more on theoretical and descriptive aspects of language. 

-
-

-

In summary, it may be metaphorically argued that linguists and psychologists do 
not necessarily look in the very same direction, as each scholar attaches different levels  
of importance to aspects that may lie on the periphery of interest for the other. As 
previously mentioned, linguistics and psychology occupy neighboring areas of knowl
edge, and their intellectual territories offer challenging and potentially fruitful direc
tions for research. The evaluative repertoires used by reviewers in these disciplines, 
particularly as far as the author’s writing style is concerned, reflect the value systems 
of each field and provide further textual evidence on their disciplinary differences. 

-
-

2.   Materials and Methods 

The book reviews collected for this study were obtained from the Science Direct Else-
vier database as PDF files, spanning the years 2008 to 2018. As already mentioned, 
there were 240 book review files in total, with the linguistics and psychology databases  
consisting of 222,700 and 180,59 running words, respectively. 

The database representing linguistics was compiled from nine academic journals 
from the Science Direct Elsevier database, such as Discourse and Communication, English  
for Specific Purposes, Journal of English Linguistics, Journal of English for Academic Pur
poses, Lingua, Language Teaching Research, Journal of Sociolinguistics, Journal of Linguis
tics, and World  Englishes. For ease of identification, the full journal names have been 
shortened to acronyms. For example, Discourse and Communication becomes DAC, 
Lingua  becomes LNG, while Journal of Linguistics  is abbreviated as JOL. The psychol-
ogy corpus also comprises book reviews from nine journals, and these are Archives  
of Clinical Neuropsychology, Applied Psychological Measurement, Brain, Behaviour, and 
Immunity, Cognitive and Behavioural Practice, Evolution and Human Behaviour, Intelli
gence, Journal of Economic Psychology, Personality, Individual Differences, and Psychoso
matics.  Similarly, as with the first database, the journal titles have been abbreviated as 
acronyms. 

-
-

-
-
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Due to the requirements set by the UAMCT software, it was necessary to convert 
the PDF files into plain text format. Then, irrelevant data such as the title of the jour
nal, the bibliographical information, the name and the affiliation of the reviewer were 
removed. The texts were subsequently annotated using UAMCT with the author’s 
structured annotation scheme. The scheme consists of the two highest-level catego
ries: eVALUATION-TYPe and eVALUATION-ObJecT (Zasowska, 2023). The former  
involves two main categories, POSITIVe-TYPe and NeGATIVe-TYPe, which were 
used to classify positive and negative instances of evaluation at their syntactic level. 
The latter, eVALUATION-ObJecT, consists of seven main categories (types): cON
TeNT, STYLe, ReADeRSHIP, TeXT, AUTHOR, PRODUcTION STANDARDS, and
GeNeRAL-TYPe. The presented article is concerned with evaluations of STYLe and 
its 12 parameters, which correspond to the writing style of the author of the book 
under review. The analysis comprises quantitative and qualitative data and identifies 
the parameters that were found to be statistically significant in both corpora. 

-

-

-
 

  2.1. The Parameters of eVALUATION-TYPe: POSITIVe and NeGATIVe 
Polarity 

As has been previously outlined, eVALUATION-TYPe is concerned with how an eval
uative act is structured syntactically, whereas the eVALUATION-ObJecT addresses 
the target of the evaluation. Figure 1 shows eVALUATION-TYPe comprising two obvi-
ous parameters: POSITIVe-TYPe and NeGATIVe-TYPe, which are further divided 
into subcategories, each focusing on a different syntactic structure of an evaluative act.  
As noted earlier, for reasons of space and relevance, the complete annotation scheme 
will not be replicated here. Suffice it to say that POSITIVe-TYPe and NeGATIVe
TYPe are divided into SIMPLe-TYPe and cHAINeD-TYPe, each breaking down into  
several categories. In short, SIMPLe-TYPe for both polarities involves evaluations 
classified as –ALONe (i.e., occurring singly in a syntactic unit and left without a fur
ther comment within the same segment), –ReASON (receiving an explanation within  
the same or an adjacent unit), and –PLUS-OTHeR (receiving a comment different 
from an explanation, such as a paraphrase or an example). The cHAINeD-TYPe refers  
to evaluations that occur within the same clause (INTRAcLAUSAL) or involve two or 
more clauses within the same sentence (INTeRcLAUSAL), which then subdivide into  
DOUbLeTS and MULTIPLeS. 

-

-

-

When addressing the parameter of STYLe, the presented article references the basic  
division of positive and negative meanings, as indicated by broken lines in Figure 1. 

2.2. The Parameters OF eVALUATION-ObJecT: STYLe-TYPe 
The parameter of STYLe has been defined and exemplified with the help of relevant 
literature sources. In the Longman dictionary of language teaching and applied linguistics  
(2002, p. 575), “style” is defined as “a person’s speech or writing,” while for Crystal 
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Fig 1. The categories of eVALUATION-TYPe (Zasowska, 2023) 

(2008), it relates to situationally distinctive linguistic features. For the purpose of  
this analysis, a particularly useful definition of “style” comes from Collins Dictionary,  
where it is defined as “the manner in which something is expressed or performed,  
considered as separate from its intrinsic content, meaning, etc.” This definition high
lights the uniqueness of the expression and performance, drawing a line between  
style, content, and meaning. Figure 2 presents the parameters of STYLe and its 12  
categories. 

-

CLARITY, as a feature of an academic book, pertains to the quality of writing and 
presentation, which allows readers to grasp and understand the content easily. CLAR
ITY can be assessed based on how well it communicates ideas: a book that demon
strates clarity conveys its arguments and ideas to its target audience. ORGANIZATION  
refers to how ideas are presented. Ideally, the book or a book chapter should exhibit 
a logical flow of ideas with a well-designed arrangement of content to contribute to 
its coherence and readability effectively. CONcISeNeSS is instrumental in conveying 
ideas and information in a clear and brief manner, avoiding verbosity. A concise style 
is about brevity while ensuring the content remains clear and understandable. 

-
-

Another parameter involves DIFFIcULTY, which has been found to be problem
atic, as it potentially overlaps with cLARITY. While both parameters bear interrelated  
qualities, it is crucial to recognize their distinctiveness and non-mutually exclusive 
nature. It is proposed here that DIFFIcULTY refers to how challenging it is for read
ers to comprehend and integrate the connection proposed by the book’s author(s). 

-

-
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Fig 2. The parameter of STYLE-TYPE and its categories (Zasowska, 2023) 

ReADAbILITY refers to the assessment of how challenging a text is to read based on 
its complexity. In other words, this parameter is considered a subjective value mea
sured in terms of language suited to the intended audience. A book that is praised for 
its readability engages and informs its readers. 

-

ATTRAcTIVeNeSS is a parameter that refers to a book or a book section character
ized by a well-crafted and engaging writing style that clearly captivates the reader or, 
at the very least, the reviewers themselves. It is ATTRAcTIVeNeSS  that draws readers 
in, encouraging them to explore the text further. 

-

The parameter of AUTHORITATIVe (STYLe) describes a writing style in which 
the author shows their confidence, expertise, and mentorship. When evaluated posi
tively, AUTHORITATIVe (STYLe) refers to a style free from absolute claims or unsup
ported generalizations yet presenting the author’s credibility. 

-
-

Yet another parameter is cONSISTeNcY, through which the author strives to main
tain uniformity in style, concepts, and methods in order to ensure a logical and unified  
presentation of ideas. LINGUISTIc eRRORS is a self-explanatory parameter aimed 
at identifying language inconsistencies by the book authors that may hinder overall 
comprehension or affect the reception of the text. When registered by reviewers, lin
guistic errors highlight flaws in the language of the text. 

-

-

The last two parameters are HUMOR and TRANSLATION-bY-A-THIRD PARTY. 
However marginal role humor plays in the context of the book review, it has been  
hypothesized that some academic authors may incorporate it to capture the  
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Fig 3. The division of polarity types in the LING corpus 

reader’s attention and add a touch of levity to otherwise complex and serious subjects.  
TRANSLATION-bY-A-THIRD PARTY is a parameter designed to evaluate the accuracy  
of translations of originally non-English books or chapters into the English language. 

3.  Results 

The following section aims to present the research findings obtained from the analysis  
of the evaluative acts centered around the category of STYLe. In discussing the results  
of the study in the two disciplines under investigation, this article uses a one-at-a-time  
approach, starting with the linguistics book reviews, short for LING, and then moving  
on to the psychology database, short for PSYCH. 

   3.1. EVALUATION-TYPe: POSITIVe and NeGATIVe Polarity in the LING 
Corpus 

In the linguistics database there have been found 2,450 evaluative acts in total, which 
comprise 615 negative comments and 1835 instances of positive assessments, as shown  
in Figure 3. 

Examples 1–2 below come from the original database that illustrate these evalua-
tions. The bold type is used to indicate where exactly the evaluation has been identified. 
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Fig 4. The division of polarity types in the PSYCH corpus 

POSITIVe-TYPe 

(1) The e ditors have successfully organized these chapters into five 
thematically-distinct blocks which, if desired, may be read as separate units 
[Linguistics/DAN_008_2011.txt]. 

NeGATIVe-TYPe 

(2)  I noticed only one missing contact  type on the list of contact phenomena: 
the multilingual urban varieties that are spoken largely by the youth in some 
major African cities, and surely elsewhere in the urban world, are not men
tioned [Linguistics/JEL_001_2012.txt] 

-

A similar situation has been observed in the corpus of psychology book reviews, in 
which 2,355 evaluative assessments have been identified. The numerical data are pre
sented in Figure 4. 

-

As could be seen, positive evaluations constitute the dominant polarity type, hav
ing been identified 1,834 times. Negative assessments have been recorded in 512 eval
uations. The two polarities are shown in examples 3–4. 

-
-
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Table 1. The categories of eVALUATION-ObJecT in terms of polarity 
in the LING corpus 

POSITIVe-TYPe 

(3) F or instance, Babikian and Boone exhaustively review both simulated and 
known-group feigning of intellectual deficits (mainly on the WAIS-R and 
WAIS-III) [Psychology/ACN_002_2008.txt] 

NeGATIVe-TYPe 

(4) F or example, some chapters are very long and contain more information 
than one would want to really know about certain diagnoses. [Psychology/ 
ACN_010_2012.txt] 

 3.2. EVALUATION-ObJecT: STYLe-TYPe in the LING Corpus 
For STYLe-TYPe as eVALUATION-ObJecT, the results obtained from the UAMCT 
analysis reveal that there are 277 instances of evaluations, out of which 180 are iden
tified as POSITIVe and 97 as negative assessments. Table 1 shows the data gathered 
for all seven parameters of the  eVALUATION-ObJecT, with STYLe being the second 
most frequently addressed parameter. It is vital to note that the parameter of STYLe  
has been identified as statistically significant. 

-

The detailed results for STYLe-TYPe and its twelve parameters are shown in 
Table 2. 

It is worth highlighting that not all parameters are found in positive and negative 
evaluations. While the negative polarity of evaluations of  LINGUISTIc eRRORS could  
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Table 2. STYLe-TYPe in terms of polarity: general and descriptive statistics in the 
LING corpus 

be well expected, it is interesting to note that the parameter of PRecISION appears 
exclusively in positive terms. Furthermore, ChiSqu statistics show that negative eval
uations are also likely to refer to ORGANIZATION and cONcISeNeSS. Examples 5–13  
illustrate bolded instances where evaluation has been identified. 

-

(5)  Another strength of this volume is that all articles are written in a clear, 
accessible and engaging style  [Linguistics/DAN_005_2010.txt]   
cLARITY 

(6) The r esulting imbalance is visible in the basic organization of the book 
[Linguistics/JOL_002_2008.txt] ORGANIZATION 

(7) The s urvey of the common basis of the phonology of the individual Semitic 
languages (pp. 64–80) is commendable for its brevity [Linguistics/ 
LNG_013_2015.txt] cONcISeNeSS 

(8) Only the s ections dedicated to phonetics may be difficult for readers with 
no background in linguistics [Linguistics/WEN_011_2015.txt]   
DIFFIcULTY 

(9) Y et, while the introductory chapters are very accessible, the later chapters 
constitute heavier reading [Linguistics/JOL_003_2010.txt]   
ReADAbILITY 
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(10)  All of the volume’s 10 chapters, which range in topic from language politics 
and ideology in Indonesia to the question of indigenous cultural education 
in Brazil, are engaging  [Linguistics/JOS_003_2011.txt] ATTRAcTIVeNeSS 

(11) I t has an “authoritative” feel to it [Linguistics/WEN_002_2010.txt] 
AUTHORITATIVe (STYLe) 

(12)  This is where Shohamy and Gorter’s skills as editors to utilize the topics 
and space in this volume to  demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses  
of LL lead to support the possibility of more stringent LL methodologies 
[Linguistics/JOS_005_2012.txt] cONSISTeNcY 

(13)  Perhaps the main weaknesses of this volume are formal: several chapters 
display  stylistic problems or even syntactic errors, a problem that might 
have been addressed with more rigorous peer review and editing [Linguistics  
/LTR_008_2011.txt] LINGUISTIc eRRORS 

 3.3. eVALUATION-ObJecT: STYLe-TYPe in the PSYCH Corpus 
The findings show that the psychology corpus contains more evaluation of STYLe
TYPe, with 250 positive assessments and 82 instances of negative instances. How
ever, the differences in STYLe were not identified as statistically significant in the 
psychology database. Table 3 presents the parameters of eVALUATION-ObJecT in 
the PSYCH corpus, with STYLe being the second most frequently reported. 

-
-

The 12 parameters of STYLe are shown in Table 4. 
As said, STYLe is the second most frequently employed category in the PSYCH 

corpus in terms of both positive and negative evaluations. As in the previously dis-
cussed case, positive evaluations numerically outnumber negative ones. However, the  
percentage of STYLe evaluations in both polarity groups is roughly equal, around 
15%. Among the most frequently positively evaluated features of  STYLe are  cLARITY,  
ReADAbILITY, and ATTRAcTIVeNeSS. Parameters such as cONcISeNeSS or cON-
SISTeNcY  are evaluated positively and negatively with a roughly similar frequency. 
Negative assessments of ORGANIZATION occur more often, though in absolute terms,  
the number of positive and negative evaluations remains around 45 occurrences. 
There are statistically significant differences for a few parameters, such as cLARITY,  
ORGANIZATION, ReADAbILITY, ATTRAcTIVeNeSS and cONSISTeNcY. 

Examples 14–18 provide excerpts illustrating the psychological database. 

(14) The ch apter does well in explaining the strengths and weaknesses of 
each method so that the practitioner may make the best decision for their 
own test [Psychology/APM_011_2015.txt]. cLARITY 

(15) W hen they do, they will find that these chapters are laid out logically. [Psy
chology/ACN_011_2013.txt]. ORGANIZATION 

-



Table 3. The categories of eVALUATION-ObJecT in terms of polarity in the 
PSYCH corpus 

Table 4. STYLe-TYPe in terms of polarity: general and descriptive statistics in the 
PSYCH corpus 
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(16) This highly readable account uses the conceptual framework of inclusive 
fitness theory [Psychology/EHR_009_2012.txt] ReADAbILITY 

(17) W hat makes the book unappealing as a read is its general antagonism: 
these authors are angry at not being taken more seriously by economists and 
others [Psychology/JEP_004_2013.txt] ATTRAcTIVeNeSS 

(18) One i s a lack of consistency [Psychology/ACN_010_2012.txt]. 
cONSISTeNcY 

1. Discussion 

At its heart, the genre of the book review is about providing a critique of a book  
or a book chapter. Gea-Valor (2000, p. 86) observes that the genre is also a “highly  
threatening act since it basically involves the assessment of the work of a fellow  
researcher.” In a similar vein, Hyland (2000, p. 41) argues that it is precisely in the  
book review genre where “the interpersonal stakes are much higher,” and elsewhere,  
he notes that the genre is an open and more direct encounter with a particular text  
and with a particular author than any other academic genre. While not disputing  
the validity of such claims, it should be noted that such observations have not been  
offered in the present study. On the contrary, evaluative meanings concerning the  
writing style of the author in the selection of the book reviews in linguistics and  
psychology have proven to be less threatening to the author’s face than might have  
initially been expected. 

The analysis of the collected corpora from two neighboring fields reveals that book  
reviewing practices regarding the writing style of the author differ, which points to 
disciplinary distinctions between linguistics and psychology. While the prevailing 
polarity of evaluative acts is positive, clearly reflecting the reviewer’s intention or 
preference for consensus over conflict, the two disciplines express praise in different 
ways, accentuating different aspects of the author’s research. Criticism, though less 
frequent than positive comments, targets specific features of the writing style of the 
author, prioritizing clarity of thought in the linguistics corpus and underscoring the 
importance of organization of the text. However, at the level of individual parameters 
of STYLe, the list of similarities between the two corpora is quite short. It should be 
emphasized that it is the extent to which these are represented in the two corpora that 
plays a crucial role here. 

As mentioned previously, this paper is part of a larger project where all seven 
eVALUATION-ObJecTS  have been examined. Among these, evaluative expressions 
pertaining to STYLe account for 29.3% of all evaluations in the PSYCH corpus and 
25.4% in the LING database. In the case of the PSYCH corpus, the difference between  
positive and negative is not statistically significant, with only a 2.1% advantage in favor 
of negative evaluations. In the LING corpus, however, a substantial discrepancy can 
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be observed, as negative evaluations (15.7%) are nearly twice as numerous as positive 
ones, which aligns with a certain stereotype suggesting that linguistics should display 
more sensitivity to issues of linguistic correctness. 

The category of STYLe as an eVALUATION-ObJecT comprises twelve parame
ters, of which cLARITY and ORGANIZATION are unquestionable leaders with regard  
to the quantitative data, yet not in the same order in the two corpora. The evaluations 
pertaining to cLARITY  are present in 83 segments in the LING corpus and in 66 
in the PSYCH one, which represent 7.3% and 4.3% of all evaluations, respectively. 
Although the number of positive evaluations is roughly the same in both corpora, 
the issue of clarity is more frequently raised and questioned in the linguistics book 
reviews, accounting for 4.2% and contrasted with as little as 1% of such assessments in 
the PSYCH corpus. This difference has been shown to be statistically significant and 
demonstrates that the issue of smooth communication with a target audience, as well 
as a coherent order of ideas, is particularly important for linguists. 

-

The parameter of ORGANIZATION has been addressed in 82 instances in the LING  
corpus and 91 in the PSYCH corpus. However, while the total number of evaluations 
remains similar, their distribution differs between the two corpora. In the PSYCH 
corpus, positive and negative evaluations are almost equal and amount to 46 and 45 
cases, respectively. Due to the relatively lower number of negative evaluations, the 
share of ORGANIZATION-related evaluations  makes up 8.6%, which contrasts sharply  
with the share of positive evaluations of 2.5%. In contrast, the LING corpus shows a 
different pattern, with positive evaluations at 2.7% and negative evaluations, which are  
less frequent than in the PSYCH corpus, at 5.2%. Overall, these findings suggest that 
the issue of a well-designed arrangement of content plays a greater role in the case of 
psychology book reviews. 

ReADAbILITY is another prominent parameter of STYLe. In the LING corpus, 
evaluations concerning ReADAbILITY appear in 4.1% of all evaluations. As far as the 
PSYCH corpus is concerned, its overall share is slightly higher and stands at 4.5%. 
The stark contrast between the distribution of positive and negative evaluations is 
the most significant feature of this parameter. While in the LING corpus, the share 
of critical assessments exceeds positive ones, in the case of the PSYCH, we are con
fronted almost exclusively with positive evaluations of the readability of the book 
under review (65 positive assessments vs. five negative ones). In this regard, the 
reviews in the LING corpus show a much higher degree of criticism, which may be 
related, yet again, to the greater emphasis on language itself on the part of the linguists,  
if not to the higher degree of abstractness of the theories presented in linguistics and 
more technical description of linguistic mechanisms. However, the latter explanation 
is not supported by the conceptually similar parameter of DIFFIcULTY, as for both 
LING and PSYCH databases, there are only about six evaluations regarding it, with a 
balanced distribution of positive and negative assessments. 

-
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CONcISeNeSS is among the few parameters whose contribution to the two cor
pora exceeds 2% of all evaluative comments. It is higher in the PSYCH corpus, where 
evaluations related to cONcISeNeSS account for 3.4% of all evaluations, compared 
to 2.2% in the LING corpus. Again, as with the previously mentioned parameters of 
STYLe, linguistics book reviewers are more critical when assessing cONcISeNeSS. 
They highlight issues such as excessive verbosity or, on the contrary, unsuccessful 
attempts to condense large amounts of material. In contrast, PSYCH reviewers praise 
authors for their ability to write concise yet sufficiently informative texts. 

-

CONSISTeNcY as a parameter representing uniformity in terms of the writing style  
falls into the category of parameters with a very low frequency in the two corpora. The  
frequency is higher for the PSYCH corpus, and this parameter is present in 1.9% of all 
evaluations, of which 1.5% are negative. In contrast, reviewers in the LING corpus take  
remarkably little interest in this parameter, as it appears in only five evaluations of both  
polarities. One possible explanation for such a situation may lie in the prevalence of 
multiauthored psychology books under review, where the expectation for a consistent  
style is more prominent in the PSYCH corpus. 

No significant difference was observed in the two corpora with regard to the param
eter of PRecISION. Whenever there is an evaluation concerning this parameter, it is 
invariably used in positive contexts, which makes for 14 instances in the LING and 9 
in the PSYCH corpora. However, the share of this parameter in the total evaluations 
does not exceed 1% and, as such, cannot form the basis for any claims about differ-
ences in the creation of book reviews. 

-

The parameters of AUTHORITATIVe STYLe, LINGUISTIc eRRORS, HUMOR,  
and TRANSLATION-bY-A-THIRD-PARTY can be omitted due to their very low level 
of occurrence in both corpora. Their combined contribution to the total of evalua
tions is 1.2% in PSYCH and 1.1% in LING.  

-

Conversely, it is impossible to ignore the parameter that plays a special role in the 
PSYCH corpus, namely, ATTRAcTIVeNeSS, which denotes an engaging writing 
style that captivates the reader. Phrases such as “enjoyable style,” “enjoyable read,” 
“engaging prose,” or “a pleasure to read” appear in as many as 25 positive assessments 
in the psychology book reviews. In the case of the linguistics corpus, the number is 
considerably lower, breaking down into 9 positive evaluations and 4 negative ones. 
Undoubtedly, ATTRAcTIVeNeSS may, therefore, be regarded as a parameter charac
teristic of psychology book reviews only, which values not only the aforementioned
readability, usually assessed positively, but also expects that reading a book, apart from  
its undoubted cognitive worth, should also contribute to the reader’s well-being. It 
also seems that the tone of the positive evaluations in the LING is somewhat subdued,  
as phrases such as “manages to avoid a dry style” or “manages to give a flavour” can be 
found alongside phrases such as “enjoyable read” or “enjoyable compilation.” 

-
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Table 5. Similarities and differences in STYLe-related evaluations in the LING and 
PSYCH corpora 

For ease of reference, the findings from the analysis are presented in Table 5, with 
positive and negative evaluations marked in green and red, respectively. The bold type  
signifies that more emphasis was placed on individual parameters in the quantitative 
analysis. 

In view of what has been said and what becomes evident from the data above, the 
LING corpus shows more negative evaluations within the parameter of STYLe. The 
two corpora differ in the emphasis laid on specific parameters, assessed by the review
ers either almost exclusively positively, such as ATTRAcTIVeNeSS, ReADAbILITY,  
and cONcISeNeSS in the PSYCH corpus, or negatively, as is the case with cLARITY  
or cONcISeNeSS in the LING reviews. It also becomes evident that certain param-
eters are absent from this general comparison, specifically, there are no significant 
differences concerning parameters of DIFFIcULTY, LINGUISTIc eRRORS, HUMOR, 
and TRANSLATION-bY-THe-THIRD-PARTY, all of which have been rather scarce 
in the corpora. This does not necessarily indicate that elements of humor are non
existent in the book review genre or that certain difficulties in grasping the content 
of the book never occur. Rather, it is reasonable to assume that the reason why these 
parameters were largely absent in the collected corpora is perhaps due to the size of 
the corpora themselves. 

-

-
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5.  Concluding Remarks 

The analysis has offered an exploration of the STYLe-related evaluations in book 
reviews from the fields of linguistics and psychology. By comparing the frequency and  
distribution of the selected parameters of STYLe, as outlined in  the author’s anno
tation scheme, the study aimed to identify the objectives and priorities of reviewers 
in each of the two neighboring disciplines, which may have shaped their evaluative 
choices. In doing so, the findings provide an opportunity to examine the mecha
nisms of evaluations and offer insights into the territories occupied by linguistics and 
psychology. 

-

-

Once again, it is worth emphasizing that the parameters of STYLe vary in the extent  
to which they are considered by reviewers in each discipline. Notably, the parameter 
of ATTRAcTIVeNeSS appears to be a unique feature of psychology book reviews, 
suggesting a greater emphasis on how ideas are communicated to the reading public 
and how they should be received by professionals in the field. In contrast, this parame
ter is largely absent in the corpus of linguistics book reviews, which may reflect a more  
theoretical orientation among linguists toward their readership, where the expecta
tion for a book to be “enjoyable” or “pleasant” is not high on the list of priorities. 

-

-

A reverse situation is observed in the communication of ideas in the text, as repre
sented by the parameter of cLARITY. While cLARITY is represented in both corpora,  
it is more frequently evaluated, both positively and negatively, in the LING corpus. 
In contrast, although cLARITY is also noted by reviewers in the PSYCH corpus, it 
tends to receive more positive evaluations. Such evaluative choices may be linked 
with the reviewer’s tendency to underscore the language aspect of the reviewed book 
in linguistics, a preference that is clearly less pronounced in the field of psychology. 
Similarly, assessments of the author’s ability to avoid unnecessary verbosity, reflected 
in the parameter of cONcISeNeSS, are more critical in the LING corpus than in the 
PSYCH corpus, where they are predominantly positive. It is worth noting, however, 
that cONcISeNeSS is mentioned more frequently in the psychological database. 
How these parameters have been approached by the reviewers structures our percep
tion of the nature of the book review in each field and points to the significance of the 
writing style in general. 

-

-

Overall, while the theme of “difficult neighborhoods” is far from exhausted, it is the  
hope of the author that this paper has provided insights into the language of consensus  
and conflict expressed through praise and criticism in the book review genre. The 
selected parameters of STYLe encompassing a range of stylistic aspects of a book text 
serve as a useful reminder of academic review practices in these fields. As noted pre
viously, while linguistics and psychology are interrelated, mainly due to their shared 
interest in the human subject, the two fields exhibit a number of unique characteristics  
unraveled only when looking closely at the intricacies of their nature. This certainly 
includes the writing style of the book authors, in particular how they communicate 

-
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their ideas and research objectives, engage with the reading public, or use the creative 
potential of language to convey their message and align with their disciplinary com
munity. In other words, throughout the pages of the book, the author’s writing style 
helps to ensure that both authors and readers are on the same page. This role becomes  
even more significant in reviews, where reviewers offer their critical assessment of the 
book’s contents to vouch for the author, raise objections to their work, or sometimes 
do both. Therefore, the author’s writing style, defined in the Collins Dictionary as “the 
uniqueness of expression and performance” applauded or criticized but ultimately 
validated by the reviewer in their public text, appears to play a critical role in the 
communicative intentions of the book review genre. 

-

Finally, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of the study. Given the size 
of the two corpora, comprising 120 texts in each field, the analysis has offered valuable  
observations into the nature of evaluation in these two neighboring disciplines, while 
also accentuating the need for further research. Hopefully, the obtained findings con
tribute to a better understanding of how writing style and evaluative practices in the 
book review differ between linguistics and psychology. The investigation is also a vital  
step toward understanding the academic landscape and the difficult neighborhoods 
that are often part of it. 

-
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