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A Comparative Study of the Prose Styles of Achebe and Armah

Daniel Oppong Adjei, M.Phil. (Literature in English)
Alimsiwen Elijah Ayawan, M.Phil. Student (Literature in English)

AYI KWEI ARMAH

The Beautyful Ones
Are Not Yet Born

Tn the first rank of recent roveis aaywhere

Abstract

A number of scholarly studies have been done on the works of Ayi Kwei Armah and
Chinua Achebe in general and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born and Things Fall Apart in
particular. A handful of these studies have been preoccupied with bringing to bare the thematic
concerns expressed by the authors in their works in general and the two novels mentioned here,
in particular. This study is akin to these studies in that it is also a study in Armah and Achebe:

however, their relatedness ends here.

The focus of this study is to investigate the prose styles of the two novelists with The
Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born and Things Fall Apart serving as the data for the study. Hence,

a selection of the opening paragraphs of these two texts is central to the analysis.
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The study is comparative by design and a stylistic approach is employed towards
satisfying this objective. The findings show a significant difference between the two in terms of
the sentence patterns and the nature of verbs selected, among other striking features. These
unique prose styles of the authors help them to develop their themes and characters.

Keywords: Achebe, African novel, Armah, comparative, prose style, stylistics

Introduction

A good amount of scholarly energy and attention has been devoted to the creative works
of Chinua Achebe and Ayi Kwei Armah (Carol, 1975; Wright, 1985; Mwinlaaru, 2012). Most of
the scholarship in this regard has been interested in generating thematic interpretations of their
novels (Yankson, 2000; Adeoti, 2005; Adjei, 2010; Arko, 2012). It is understandable that most
of these works have been interested in the themes that these writers project in their novels
because of the too often argued claim that literature has some didactic function to perform. In
addition to this claim is also the claim that these two writers belong to the field of literature
known as post-colonial literature. The implication of this categorization is that the literature
produced by these two writers in particular and post-colonial writers in general seem to have a
certain well defined agenda that is expressed through their works. This agenda ranges from

providing rebuttals to colonialists’ accusations of primitiveness, savagery and the general lack of
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civilization on the part of the colonized (e.g., as in Things Fall Apart) to presenting a picture of a
post-colonial landscape mutilated by the exploitation and greed of colonialists, and the hypocrisy
and greed of a new visionless post-colonial leadership (e.gs., as in The Beautyful Ones Are Not
Yet Born and Anthills of the Savannah).

Chinua Achebe

Courtesy: http://www2.carleton.ca/africanstudies/cu-events/celebrating-chinua-achebe

Apart from the similarities in themes that the works of these two great writers have been
demonstrated to have, probably due to the fact that they as individuals have been shaped by
identical cultural as well as historical experiences, it is possible to conjecture that these two
writers should share something beyond the subject matter and themes of their literature- perhaps
in terms of style. The notion of style has therefore also received some attention. Some scholars
have applied stylistics as the framework for investigating the style of authors. Stylistics has been
defined (Simpson, 2004) as ‘a method of textual interpretation in which primacy of place is

assigned to language’ (p.2).

The implication of this kind of method in analyzing literary texts is that it allows critics to
arrive at an interpretation that is rooted in the text itself (Stockwell, 2002). From this, we can

begin to see that stylistics can serve as a very useful tool in investigating such concerns as the
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point of view in literary works or the style of a particular author or novel, as well as accounting
for the meaning of a text by looking at the linguistic choices as the basis of that meaning.

Viewed from this angle, the importance of stylistics to the literary critic needs no elaboration.

Ayi Kwei Armah
Courtesy: http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/154550.Ayi_Kwei_Armah

What this paper investigates is the prose styles of Chinua Achebe and Ayi Kwei Armah.
The study is comparative in this regard because it seeks to identify the linguistic choices these
two authors make which are an integral part of the prose styles of the two. Style, and by
extension prose style in the words of Short (1996) is ‘... a way of writing which recognizably
belongs to a particular writer...” (p. 327). Prose style is therefore a means through which one can
distinguish between two writers based on their manner of writing, the differences in their
presentation which may be expressed in the linguistic choices made by these two. This stance
makes the assumption that given an apparent sameness in subject matter, there would still be
variation in respect of style. This is because literature as noted by Fowler (1986), cited in
Mwinlaaru (2012), ‘is a discourse which does not reflect reality in a neutral manner but helps to
interpret, organize and classify this reality’ (p.355). The weight of this statement is that the
personal understanding of the world by the writer is present in the artistic piece. As such, we can
expect that this personal understanding will be reflected in the choices that the author makes with

respect to the linguistic resources available for selection.

For this work to thus achieve its intended stylistic analysis we limit our discussion to the
opening passages from Things Fall Apart and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born. Now these
two novels are chosen for the analysis because they each stand as the most outstanding piece of

work by the authors in the eyes of many critics and readers. Again, with respect to the journeys
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of the two authors in composition, these novels are their first. The opening passages of the two
novels are chosen for the study because it is our belief that the opening passages reveal, more
than any other, any differences that exist in terms of the prose styles of the two authors. This
belief arises from the fact that the beginning of a novel is very much important to the novelist

since it is usually the foundation on which the entire novel is based.
Summary and Interpretation of the Passages

This study uses the opening three paragraphs of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and the
opening three paragraphs of Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born. The opening three
paragraphs of Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart introduce the hero, Okonkwo, to us. These
paragraphs give us background information about Okonkwo and within these paragraphs can be
found the basis of Okonkwo’s heroic status as well as the eventual cause of his tragic end. The
passage which is generally narrated to us in a flashback recounts the wrestle match between
Okonkwo and Amalinze the Cat. It is Okonkwo’s exploits in this contest that set him on the path
to fame and honour among his kinsmen. The passage therefore makes it clear that part of the
reason for Okonkwo’s success is his physical strength, and this is demonstrated by his flooring of

Amalinze, the other being his hardworking nature.

Placing aside these observations about the passage in relation to Okonkwo, we can now
establish the general impression as far as the language of the passage is concerned. The passage
is generally written in very simple language which mimics the simplicity of its content. The
passage and in fact the entire novel is set in a traditional African community which lacks the
complexity of modern life. It therefore stands to reason that what is simple is best expressed in
language that is simple. In the analysis to follow, we will try to establish the source of the

seeming simplicity of this passage by analyzing the linguistic resources employed here.

As already hinted, this passage also reveals the ultimate cause of Okonkwo’s tragic end-
his impatience and temper. The narrator tells us simply that: ‘He had no patience with
unsuccessful men’ (p.1). The narrator further adds that Okonkwo walked ‘as if he was going to

pounce on somebody,” which he did, ‘quite often’ (p. 1). We therefore find in this passage,
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which opens Achebe’s novel, the ingredients necessary towards creating a successful tragic

character out of Okonkwo.

Turning our attention to the opening three paragraphs of Armah’s The Beautyful Ones
Are Not Yet Born, these paragraphs centre on the bus, which many critics (Griffiths, 1992;
Yankson, 2000) have come to appreciate as a metaphor for Ghana, the country that this novel is
about, primarily. This passage describes the bus and its occupants and their actions. The passage
provides a physical description of the bus and this description gives us a fair picture of the state
that the bus is in. We read about the bus’s ‘confused rattle’ and the fact that ‘its pieces were held
together by too much rust ever to fall completely apart’ (p.1). The appalling state of the bus
becomes a sign of the general state of affairs that the novel will unleash in the coming pages. The
corrupt state that the bus is in, in these opening paragraphs, becomes a microcosm of the corrupt
state that everything is in so far as this novel is concerned. The dirt that is associated with the bus
is also associated with the individuals in it as we are confronted with the driver’s lack of hygiene
and the passivity of the occupants as they descend into the darkness of dawn. Having looked at
the summary of the opening passages of the two texts, we shall continue with the linguistic

analysis of the opening passage of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.
Linguistic Analysis of Achebe’s Opening Passage

This sub-section provides a discussion of the linguistic choices that Achebe has made in
constructing the opening of his novel. This analysis does not provide a description of every
linguistic choice made but focuses on those choices that unmistakably mark the passage and have

a bearing on the meaning of this passage.

The first linguistic unit within Achebe’s passage that draws our attention is the types of
sentences that Achebe uses and the frequency of use of these types. The grammatical sentence
types that have been identified in the passage are the simple sentence, compound sentence, the
complex sentence and the compound complex sentence. The following table provides the
sentence types and the frequency of distribution across the passage:
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Table 1.0

Sentence types and their distribution in the passage

Sentence Type Frequency Percentage
Simple sentence 8 44.4%
Compound Sentence 8 44.4%
Complex Sentence 0 0%
Compound Complex 2 11.1%
Total 18 99.9%

From the table above, we can see that this passage makes use of a lot of simple sentences
and compound sentences as well. Only two compound complex sentences are used in the
opening three paragraphs of Achebe’s novel. As already noted in the initial interpretation of the
passage given above, this passage is markedly simple to read. This simplicity, it is argued, stems
from the idea that the meaning of this passage, which is tied to the fact that the passage is a
remaking of the traditional African life, is simple. The straightforwardness of the way of life that
is mirrored in this passage is therefore in turn mirrored by the choice of simple sentence which
itself is an exhibition of grammatical simplicity. There is therefore a convergence of semantic
simplicity and grammatical simplicity to create a vibrant beginning to a novel whose objective in

the main is the de-demonization of the African way of life.

One other linguistic resource that is worth discussing in this essay is Achebe’s choice of
subject in the construction of sentences and clauses. Of a total of 18 sentences and 31 clauses,

only 5 clauses have non-human subjects. The following are examples from the data:

1. It was this man that...
2. The drums beat...
3. The flutes sang.

Even though ‘the drums’ and ‘the flutes’ are clearly non-human subjects, we can still see

the human association in the kind of verbs that they collocate with. ‘Beat’ and ‘sang’ are verbs
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that should at least collocate with a ‘+animate’ subject if not strictly ‘“+human’. We can therefore
argue that their being collocated with ‘the drums’ and ‘the flutes’ has resulted in the contextual
conditioning of ‘drums’ and ‘flutes’ so that these two non-human subjects have acquired the
added semantic feature of ‘+ human’ (Yankson, 2007). The suggestive presence of the drummer

and flutist is therefore present in these two non-human subjects.

For the remaining sentences and clauses, only two others make reference to a human

subject that is not Okonkwo. The following are these two examples:

1. Amalinze was the greatest wrestler who for seven years was unbeaten...

2. He was called the Cat because...

The remaining clauses and sentences in this passage have ‘Okonkwo’ or a personal
pronoun referent to him as subject. This situation therefore leads to a linguistic projection of
Okonkwo as the deictic centre of the passage (Stockwell, 2002). He becomes the centre of the
passage because as the subject of most of the clauses, he either becomes the originator of an
action or the subject of description. His essence to Achebe’s tragedy is therefore outlined at the
onset of his novel. It is therefore argued that Achebe’s choice of the hero of his novel as the
grammatical subject of his sentences is an aspect of his prose style.

The next linguistic choice that we would like to discuss as part of the prose style of
Achebe is the types of verb that he uses in this passage and their distribution. There are 11 uses
of the auxiliary verb ‘was’ as main verb which amount to 28.2% of the total; 15 intransitive uses
which translate into 38.4%; and 13 transitive uses which also amount to 33.3%. All these are
captured in the table below:

Table 1.1

Table showing verb types and their distribution in Achebe’s passage

Verb Type Frequency Percentage
Copular 11 28.2%
Intransitive 15 38.4%
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Transitive 13 33.3%

Total 39 99.9%

The first issue in relation to this table that needs commenting on is the use of the auxiliary
verb ‘was’. Syntactically, in every sentence that the auxiliary verb ‘was’ is used, there is the need
for the occurrence of a subject complement. What this means is that for all the 11 clauses that
these verbs have been used as the main verb, there is a subject-verb-complement grammatical
structure. The weight of this observation to the interpretative enterprise here is felt when the
connection between the fact that for a majority of these clauses, Okonkwo serves as the
grammatical subject of the construction. We therefore see a pattern in which the hero of the text

becomes the thematic focus of most of the sentences within the opening paragraphs of the novel.

As can be seen from the table above, both the transitive and intransitive uses sum up to
71.7% of the total number of verbs used in this passage. What is however true to both transitive
and intransitive uses here is that the verbs are those that denote action or activity. The effect of
these choices on the passage is that Okonkwo, the hero of the novel, is projected as a man of
action and activity. His presence in this passage and in fact throughout the entire text is felt
through his being at the centre of all or most activity in the novel. It can thus be argued that
Achebe’s style, with respect to the construction of the hero of his novel, is to make him the
centre of activity. Achebe does this through the choice of verbs in terms of their function in the
text. The following sentences are from the passage. The first two examples show verbs used as

intransitives whiles examples 3 and 4 show verbs in transitive use:

1. He breathed heavily...

2. The drums beat...

3. In the end Okonkwo threw the Cat.
4. ...the spectators held their breath.

The argument, therefore, is still along the claim that when one considers Achebe’s
linguistic choices as far as this passage is concerned and by extension the entire novel, one
notices that the choices are dictated by the need to present Okonkwo as central to the story.

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 13:9 September 2013

Daniel Oppong Adjei, M.Phil. (Literature in English) and Alimsiwen Elijah Ayawan, M.Phil.
Student (Literature in English)

A Comparative Study of the Prose Styles of Achebe and Armah 9



http://www.languageinindia.com/

Linguistic Analysis of Armah’s Opening Passage

In line with the procedure used in the analysis of the passage from Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart, we shall begin the analysis of the passage taken from Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are
Not Yet Born by looking at the linguistic choices, first in terms of the grammatical types of
sentences used as well as the frequencies of distribution. The following table gives us a summary

of the sentence types used by Armah in the opening paragraphs of his novel:
Table 1.2

Sentence types and their distribution in the passage

Sentence Type Frequency Percentage
Compound 3 33.3%
Complex 3 33.3%
Compound-complex 3 33.3%
Total 9 99.9%

As will be observed in the table above, Armah’s text makes use of 3 compound
sentences, 3 complex sentences and 3 compound-complex sentences. It is important to note that
the grammatical complexity of sentences allows for a writer, or any other person for that matter,
to express his or her ideas in a logically connected manner. When compound and complex
sentences are employed in the construction of a text, the interrelationships between ideas, actions
and activities are better expressed and foregrounded. In the passage that serves as the data for
this study, we realize that Armah’s description of the movement of the bus as well as the actions
of the driver is presented through the use of compound and complex sentences. The following

two examples serve to make this point clear:

1. The light from the bus moved uncertainly down the road until finally the two vague circles
caught some indistinct object on the side of the road where it curved out in front.
2. The driver climbed down onto the road from his seat, took a crumpled packet of Tuskers
from his shirt pocket, stuck a bent cigarette in his mouth, and lit a match.
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Example 1 is a complex sentence and this sentence is a description of the movement of
the bus. The argument is that the coordinated movement of the bus is reflected in the
grammatical complexity of the sentence. But more importantly too is the fact that the
employment of grammatical complexity is itself a reflection of the complexity of the writer’s

train of thought process.

If we look at the second sentence, we see that though this sentence is a compound
sentence, it actually has four different clauses with the last clause conjoined to the others by a
coordinating conjunction. What is however valuable to interpretation and also valuable to
Armah’s prose style is the fact that this compound sentence attempts to join together the various
actions of the driver. We are therefore invited to critique the actions of the driver instead of
focusing on the driver himself. The effect of this style of presentation is that it focuses the
attention of the reader on the actions, of which the driver is the agent. The style in the
presentation here is therefore, in a sense, a ‘tip of the iceberg’ in terms of Armah’s treatment of
individuals in this novel. It is mainly the actions and inactions of the characters that form the

focus of Armah’s novel, and the characters themselves are considered afterward.

It is important to add at this point that Armah’s prose style as far as this passage is
concerned cannot be established by analyzing the sentence types only. As has been done with
Achebe’s passage, it is prudent to look at the utilization of other linguistic resources. To this end,
the next linguistic resource that needs looking at is Armah’s use of verbs in this passage. The
following table presents a summary of the verb types used in this passage and their frequencies

of distribution:
Table 1.3

Table showing verb types and their distribution in Armah’s passage

Verb Type Frequency Percentage
Copular 1 3.7%
Intransitive 15 55.5%
Transitive 11 40.7%
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Total 27 99.9%

As can be seen from the table above, there is the use of only 1 copular verb throughout
this passage. There are 15 intransitive uses, translating into 55.5%, and 11 transitive uses,
translating into 40.7%. However, and as is usually the case, the numbers above do not tell the
story in detail. Transitive verbs as noted by Downing & Locke (1992) usually express an action
that is transferred onto another entity which is the grammatical object of the sentence. From this
understanding, we can begin to make the argument that with just under half of the verbs (40.7%)
being transitive, Armah’s style with respect to this passage is verbal in the sense that the
transitive verbs foreground movement and activity as against the presentation of state which
would have been the case had Armah’s style been marked by a lot of copular uses. This
argument is made stronger when we come to realize that even the intransitive uses (55.5%) we
find in this passage involve verbs that denote action and activity. The following sentences are

instances of verbs used as intransitive verbs but which still denote an action or activity:

1. The driver climbed down onto the road from his seat...

2. After the third try a yellow flame sputtered briefly.

It can thus be claimed that Armah’s style as far as this passage is concerned involves the
foregrounding of action and activity. This is necessary to Armah’s thematic concern in that it
allows him to focus the attention of the readers on the actions or activities going on in the text
and not necessarily on the individuals. Hence, if we have a major character in his work, The
Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, only referred to as ‘the man’, it is strongly to support our
assertion that focus is more on the actions and inactions of characters as realized in his choice of
verbs. It can be summed up that, to a large extent, Armah’s prose style here is influenced by his

thematic concern.

Another aspect of language use in this passage which is worth looking at in our attempt to
establish the prose style of Armah is his use of adverbs. Adverbs have been observed to have

three main uses in the English language (Quirk et al, 1973). These are:

1. As modifiers of verbs
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2. As modifiers of adjectives

3. As modifiers of other adverbs.

From the passage, there are 13 adverb uses and all 13 uses involve the modification of
verbs. As far as the semantic value of the adverbs in this passage is concerned, they serve to
describe the manner in which certain actions are performed. The following sentences from the

passage illustrate this observation. The adverbs have been made bold:

1. The light from the bus moved uncertainly down the road...
2. ...the driver resignedly threw away the stick...

3. After the third try a yellow flame sputtered briefly.

From example 1, it can be seen that ‘uncertainly’ which is the adverb in this sentence
expresses the manner in which the action that is expressed in ‘move’ is achieved by the bus. In
example 2, we also see that the adverb ‘resignedly’ is pre-modifying the action verb ‘threw’. The
semantic load of this adverb is manner. The adverb here expresses the manner in which the
action of throwing is performed by the driver of the bus. The summary effect of the use of the
adverbs in this passage by Armabh is that by describing the nature of each and every action within
the text, attention is drawn towards the actions and activities within the text and not the
individuals within it. This is not to say that the individual characters in this passage and in the
novel itself lie entirely out of the focus of the reader because of the focus on actions, but that the
individuals and their traits are constructed by Armah through their actions and activities that they
have been made to perform. It can therefore be seen that Armah’s use of adverbs and
employment of complex, compound and compound-complex sentences as well as the choice of
transitive and intransitive verbs are all towards presenting a text in which action and activity are

foregrounded whiles individual characters are placed in the background.
A Comparison of the Prose Styles

This part of the paper will now make a comparison of the prose styles of the two authors

as is made apparent by the analysis of the sample passages from the two novels.
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In terms of linguistic choices made, the first to look at is the use of the different
grammatical sentence types. The compound and compound-complex sentences have been used
by the two authors. However, the use of these sentences in terms of numerical distribution varies
noticeably especially with respect to the compound-complex sentences. 11.1% of the sentences
used by Achebe are compound-complex whiles 33.3% of the sentences used by Armah are
compound-complex. As far as the compound sentences go, 44.4% of the sentences used by
Achebe are of this sentence type whiles 33.3% of the sentences used by Armah belong to this
category of sentences. The other noticeable difference between the two authors in terms of
grammatical sentence types is that Armah does not readily make use of simple sentences as far as
this passage is concerned, whiles simple sentences are substantial in terms of percentage in the
passage by Achebe (44.4%). The argument that can be supported by these numbers with respect
to prose style is that Achebe’s style is marked by a greater level of grammatical simplicity which
is reflected in the fact that a significant proportion of sentences in his passage are simple.
Armah’s style on the other hand can be thought of as being marked by the employment of more
grammatically complex forms and this is also seen in the fact that most of his sentences are
compound, complex or compound-complex. There is also the absence of the use of simple
sentences in the passage taken from The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born and this goes to
reinforce the argument that Armah employs grammatically more complex forms in terms of

sentence types.

Another linguistic resource which has a bearing on the shaping of the prose styles of the
two authors is the verbs. Throughout Armah’s passage, we find only 1 use of copular verb but
for the passage taken from Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, there are 11 sentences with copular
verbs. This difference is in sync with the style of the two writers in respect of the two passages.
The copular usually occurs in sentences with a subject-verb-subject complement structure. The
copular as a verb form does not also express an action or activity. It is therefore reasonable that
Armah’s style which is marked by the foregrounding of action is low in the use of the copular.
The relatively high proportion in terms of the use of the copular by Achebe also fits in the style
adopted by Achebe in this passage. We note earlier on that Achebe’s style involves the

foregrounding of the hero of his novel. Okonkwo is therefore presented as the centre of the
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passage. The subject-verb-subject complement structure afforded by the use of the copular is

ultimately necessary as far as the projection of Okonkwo as the centre of the text is concerned.

Again, the use of adverbs by the two authors is worth commenting on in the attempt to
establish the prose styles that they have adopted. As already noted, there are thirteen (13)
adverbs used by Armah in his passage. This number accounts for 5.7% of the total word count of
this passage. For Achebe’s passage, eight (8) adverbs are identified and this number translates
into 2.6% of the total number of words in the passage. So we can see that for Armah, adverbs
form a significant proportion of the lexical items employed in the construction of the text. We
can however see that the higher proportion of adverbs here is in sync with the fact that there are
also a higher proportion of verbs in this passage. The adverbs in Armah’s passage have been
employed, as have already been argued, to describe the manner in which certain actions and
activities are performed. Their presence in this passage here is very necessary in Armah’s

attempt to foreground actions and activities of characters.

By contrast, Achebe uses relatively less adverbs (2.6%) as part of his prose style. This is
also understandable given the relatively high use of copular verbs which do not necessarily need
to be modified by adverbs. We have also already noted that Achebe’s style involves the
foregrounding of the central character of this novel and this he achieves by making Okonkwo the
deictic centre of the text. The focus is therefore not necessarily on the actions of the characters in
the text. This partly explains the low proportion of adverbs in this text which helps in shaping his

prose style.
Conclusion

The focus of this paper has been to identify and compare the prose styles of Ayi Kwei
Armah and Chinua Achebe. To the realization of this objective, a passage each has been taken
from Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born. The
analysis of these passages has led to the establishment of the prose styles of the two authors. It
has been observed that Achebe’s prose style involves an emphasis on human character. As such,
most of his sentences have Okonkwo as subject and even those sentences without human entities

as subject still have those subjects collocating with verbs that should normally take on human
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subjects. Armah’s style involves an emphasis on action and activity and this is achieved through
the employment of verbs that denote action and activity. His style is therefore marked by the
foregrounding of action and activity, not individuals. The use of copular verbs is additionally
seen to be a mark of his prose style in terms of linguistic choices. In terms of sentence types, it is
also realized that Achebe makes less use of grammatically complex sentences whiles Armah

relies more on the use of complex sentences to achieve his thematic concerns.

Although this study has been able to identify some of the stylistic differences between the
two authors, it is our position that there exist other points of convergence and divergence in
terms of the prose style of the two authors. A more extensive and exhaustive study will, among
other things, make use of a larger corpus of passages taken from the works of these two authors.
Such a study might also be interested in more linguistically complex features such as the kinds of
noun phrases used by the authors, or the verb processes that have been used to construct the
profiles of individual characters. Other linguistic resources of interest to such a study might also
involve the choice of lexical items in terms of the morphological nature of such lexical choices.
In all, the prose styles of Achebe and Armah are structured uniquely to bring out the creative
prowess of both writers in their works, Things Fall Apart and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet

Born, respectively.
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Quest for Travel in Anita Desai’s
Journey to Ithaca and The Zigzag Way

M. Akila, M.A., M.Pnhil.
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Abstract

Anita Desai, one of the famous Indian woman writers, has frequently used ‘travel’ as a
major motif for the physical and mental movement of the characters in the novels Journey to
Ithaca and The Zigzag Way. This paper Quest for Travel in Anita Desai’s Journey to Ithaca
and The Zigzag Way is an attempt to study how Desai has brought out Self-fulfililment through
travel in the novel Journey to Ithaca and how travel is efficiently used for the renewal of the

past of one’s ancestry in the novel The Zigzag Way.
Introduction

Meeting people from other spheres of life introduces ideas and occupations that people
never knew existed. Travel conjures up different images and emotions to each and every one
based upon age, experience and, their current circumstance irrespective of their desires. Travel
gives you the opportunity to break away from the mould that people have shaped around them.
Thus travel sometimes lead people to a new path and ultimately help them to frame a new life for
them. No matter what type of travel one embarks the thrill of the journey is always an adventure.
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The famous Roman philosopher Seneca has rightly said that “Travel and change of place impart

new vigor to the mind” (qtd. in Das 56).

Self-Fulfillment through Travel in Journey to Ithaca

JOURNEY

"“' . ‘\' ~ .
AnitasDesai

The very title Journey to Ithaca symbolizes the search for the fundamental truth of life,
the reality embedded in the complex fabric of existence. Journey to Ithaca is a journey where
Ithaca ceases to be a specific place, namely, Ulysses’s long-lost and yet long-cherished
homeland. Further, Rai rightly defines ‘Ithaca’ as “... back home or celestial city” (qtd. in
Chakravertty 98).

Self-Discovery through Travel

The process of self-discovery through travel, though does not yield the promised
ecstasies, does result in much pain and more knowledge. The point is that the journey is more
important than the destination. Like this, in the name of attaining self-fulfillment, characters
carry out various travels in Anita Desai’s novel Journey to Ithaca. The important idea of travel

leading to transformation is depicted in this novel.

In the novel, Journey to Ithaca, the conflict between sacred and profane love is a theme
that connects the dilemmas of both Matteo and Laila and draws Sophie too within its realm
because she is an affected party. The dichotomy between sacred love and profane love remains

ever present in Matteo’s quest for truth and enlightenment and remains unresolved, but it is
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fruitfully resolved in the quest of Laila who achieves transformation into the calm and serene

Mother at the culmination of her journeys.
Journey to Ithaca

Journey to Ithaca begins with two quotations — a poem Ithaca by C. P. Cavafy and a line
by Milan Kundera — both of which are indicative of its thematic trust, while the title encapsulates
the gist of the novel. Milan Kundera’s line ... things exist in their essence even before they are
materially realized and named” (JI XIII) is true with Matteo and the Mother, as the novel
dramatized the dilemma of these two characters who strive to find a higher meaning in a strange
world. It was the urge to search that made a man of an ordinary biologically human entity; the
search created the soul.

Alienation — View on India through Outsider’s Eyes

In a way Journey to Ithaca is a view on India through outsider’s eyes. Desai’s central
pre-occupation as a novelist is with the existentialist outlook on human life. Deeply infected by
the existential problems of modern industrial age, Desai has created unique characters that are

largely eccentric and abnormal in their mental make-up and hence totally unable to perform.

Alienation, loneliness, unawareness of vital issues of life and lack of concern for one
another are the elements of the Modern age. The Modern age has been justly termed ‘The Age of
Alienation’. These aspects of Existential philosophy are closely knit and woven in the fabric of
Anita Desai’s novel Journey to Ithaca and transform them into delightful, fascinating and
profound studies. An intense awareness of man’s rootlessness and an acute sense of alienation
springing from it forms a distinctive part of Desai’s vision of the predicament of Modern age.
Journey to Ithaca is an interesting study of immigrants caught in the crisis of identity and

suffering from terrible alienation and intense mental torture.
Sophie - the Victim of Alienation

In Journey to Ithaca, Sophie is the victim of Alienation in a country like India which is
totally different from her native land, Germany. Sophie is a beggar of Matteo’s love. But Matteo

wants to leave his familial life in the pursuit of his Self-fulfillment and finally Matteo is
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somehow satisfied with his search for truth and identity. Sophie is tightly trapped in the hands of
alienation and loneliness in an unfamiliar land. Desai with her unique style has brought out the
sufferings and experiences of Sophie in India. Sophie was exhausted through continuous travels.
She feels India as a horrible cage to live in. She wants to escape from India through some way or
the other. She said to Matteo “I can’t — I can’t here, in this zoo. I want to go away. | want us to
be ourselves” (JI 53).

Willingness to Accept Pain

On the other hand, the Mother and Matteo are willing to accept pain to attain their self-
fulfillment in an unknown country like India. Thus through travel, Desai has beautifully depicted
the different viewpoints of sacred love and profane love. But Matteo and the Mother reject their
familial life for the sake of attaining the meaning of their lives. So, Matteo and the Mother has
got quest for travel to attain their self-fulfillment. Through Sophie has got several grudges
towards India, she constantly undergoes travel to attain the unbounded love of her husband,
Matteo.

Travel to Know Thyself

Man can’t reach his Ithaca unless his inner self is awakened. At the end Sophie’s inner
self was awakened and so she decided to follow the path of her husband who was her self-
fulfillment. The essence of Indian spirituality that the Mother upholds and Sophie and Matteo
realize at the end, stresses on the journey within — Know Thyself. Desai has skillfully inter-
twined quest for travel and self-fulfillment in the novel Journey to Ithaca. In this way, Desai’s
novel Journey to Ithaca is simultaneously a travel book and also a description of spiritual

journey to one’s inner essence i.e. self-fulfillment.

Renewal of the Past through Travel in The Zigzag Way
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Anita Desai’s novel The Zigzag Way published in 2004 aims at probing into the areas of
experiences of colonization, migration and a nostalgic way of identifying the past. The literary
scenario of the novel is made up of an unusual blend of hybrid and diasporic cultures and it is
considered a unique and important area to investigate identity amidst decolonization and

globalization.
Mexican Past

In The Zigzag Way, Anita Desai traverses across familiar Indian milieu. This novel is set
in Mexico, the city presently with over twenty-million people; a large Latin American Republic
ruled by Spain from 1521 to 1822. Most Mexicans are descended from Indians and Spaniards.
Colonization allowed the people of the countries like Mexico to travel abroad either to visit or to
settle there for several reasons. The sensuous relics of Mexican past became the motif of the
novel and, as a spontaneous response, Desai spiced her own imagination through the mode of

travel with the historical background.
Eric’s Journey

The pages of the novel The Zigzag Way weld a young American would be writer Eric’s
journey with the history of silver mining, genealogy of characters, formation of Mexican culture
through the centuries of migrations, personal histories, rituals, cultural practices, beliefs, realism
and fantasy linking Mexico with Cornwall, New England and Vienna in kaleidoscopic images.
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Eric seeks to know more about his grandfather, who he knows made an improbable journey from
Cornwall, England to the silver mines of Mexico. It is the means by which Desai approaches
Mexico, not to understand it, but to lay out its conflicting parts: the politics of identity, the irony
of its warring selves, its stark physical beauty, its mingling of secular and spiritual beliefs and its

history of colonization.
A Metaphor

The title of the novel The Zigzag Way is a metaphor for the winding path followed by
Indian miners to enter the pits from outside is a labyrinth that Eric treads to discover his past.
Eric’s journey takes him to Dona Vera, a Grande dame surrounded by acolytes and snappy pug
dogs, inhabiting the Hacienda de la Soledad. This contact releases in his mind half-remembered
stories, told in his childhood in Cornwall, England. Tales of mining available in the library of
Dona Vera in exotic places of hardships make him have elegiac visions of the loss and
deprivation of his ancestors in the midst of the turbulence of revolution. The archives and
travelogues and also the uncanny revelations connect Eric with his dead grandfather Davey.
Images of zigzag ways, labyrinths, tunnels and dungeons abound in Eric’s illusions, travels and

experiences.
Renewal of Ancestry

The slim novel The Zigzag Way with a turbulent mood opens with ancient Chinese
metaphor about time: “The ancient Chinese believed time is not a ladder one ascends into the
future but a ladder one descends into the past” (ZW 2). As Desai has a longing for the remote
past, Eric peels back the layers of the past. To examine how either Eric or the writer with
irresistible sense of nostalgia peeped into past, it is needed to have a glance at how the narration
moved. Rootlessness is another theme in the book that circles around the characters that are
uprooted from their native lands. The mode of travel has made the novel easily peel the layers of

the past.
Open Ending

The novel has an open ending, leaving Eric abruptly at the graveyard of his grandmother,
Betty. The keen subtle eye and tranquil elegant prose carrying the surrealist stories of several
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lives lead the narrative through synecdoche into the dark corridors and cunning passages of the
past unveiling before us multivalent colourful cultural histories. The conflation of accounts of
mining, rebellion, wars, ethnic rituals, ceremonies, ghosts, history of ruins and devastation with
the lurking images of the individual moments, of loneliness, of wandering men and women has

spiced the novel with rich flavor.
History and Quest for Travel

The novel is infused with history and the quest for travel, which luminously captured the
enchanting landscape of Mexico. Desai’s acute sense of history is redolent of sensuous
landscapes of Mexico, Maine, Vienna and so on. The haunt of the souls will continue to follow
the reader even after the close of the novel. Desai speaks of travel quite often. She has told,
“There are two types of travelling: there is the stumbling, directionless kind and there is the more
efficient sort, where you know exactly where you are going and how long it will take” (qtd in
Lakshmi 136). In Eric’s travel he felt as though he had been starving throughout his ... northern
existence and now reborn a traveler” (ZW 28), could feast and gourmandize. When a man is
rooted in a new land, he will be often haunted by the past and dilemma arises between the native

culture and the alien culture. This fact has also been strongly signified in the novel.
A Meditation

The Zigzag Way is not just a condensed course in twentieth century Mexican history but
a meditation on the vision of Desai’s efforts to outrun the past. At the end of the novel Eric has
been acquainted with the philosophy of life that the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam visualizes: ...
fill the cups that clears TO-DAY of past regrets and future fears” (qtd. in Das 145). A strong
sense of distant time and place haunts almost all the characters. In the novel The Zigzag Way,
Mexico with its history of silver mines and its presence of beautiful sunsets on purple mountains
IS a vivacious presence to be felt almost at every step. The title of the novel, The Zigzag Way
also reflects Desai’s approach to her story. The book swings between eras. Thus Desai has
presented a vibrating novel for her readers who at the end of the novel will get a strong fervor to

renew the past of their ancestors.

Conclusion
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In the novels Journey to Ithaca and The Zigzag Way, Anita Desai has revealed a wide
range of travel and how it has been escorted to self-fulfillment and renewal of the past in the
lives of the characters. Thus she has deliberately brought out the proposal that travel gives a new

sense to one’s life
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Of Speaking, Writing, and Developing Writing Skills in English

Anindya Syam Choudhury, Ph.D., PGCTE, PGDTE,
CertTESOL (Trinity, London)

Abstract

Of the four core language skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing, writing is
obviously the most difficult skill for second and foreign language learners to master. The main
reason for this difficulty is the fact that writing is a very complex process which involves both
creating and organizing ideas and translating them into cohesive texts which are readable.
However, in the English classrooms in India, this skill is generally taken for granted with little or

no focus on the complex process of writing.

This article takes up this issue, beginning with a few introductory remarks on the
teaching of English language skills in the Indian context, and then moving on to a discussion
about the differences between speech and writing before proposing a five-step procedure for the

development of writing skills in English.

Keywords: Language skills, speaking, writing, cohesive texts, second language learners

Skills Tapestry

When we consider second or foreign language pedagogy today, we tend to focus our
attention on the development of the four macro-skills — listening, speaking, reading and writing —
on the acquisition of which hinges the ability of the language user to use the language with
proficiency in a variety of contexts. Of course, there is a school of thought which believes that in
the tapestry of a language, the linguistic elements and skills are woven so intricately together that
they can’t be separated without destroying the fabric of that language. While there’s no
gainsaying that such a view has weight and we, therefore, advocate the teaching of language

skills in an integrated way, it is also essential sometimes, especially in an acquisition poor
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environment, to isolate a specific skill and its sub-skills for focused attention. In this way,
language teachers can help second or foreign language learners in honing specific language skills

to perfection.

Traditional Neglect of Language Skills in India

In the Indian context, all the four language skills have been traditionally neglected with
teachers generally doling out lessons on formal grammar, focusing on the development of meta-
lingual knowledge, thinking that this would in turn develop the ability of the learners to use the
language well. Unfortunately, however, this focus on meta-lingual knowledge, which over-
emphasizes formal analysis and entails the use of a lot of grammar terminology, has not been
able to deliver the hoped-for result, which is, as Rivers (1983: 33) very aptly points out, “to
produce students who can communicate about anything and everything in the second language,
comprehending and creating at will novel utterances that conform to the grammatical system of
the language (whether in speech or writing).” As a consequence, we generally have English
language users with poor skills, unable to use the language for communication, be it in the
spoken form or in the written form. Historically, linguists and educational researchers have held

contradictory positions vis-a-vis the relationship between speaking and writing.

Importance of Writing

Whereas traditionally, linguists have always given primacy to speech, going to the extent
of pointing out that written language is “merely a reflection of spoken language” (Weigle, 2002:
15), educational researchers have generally held that written language should be more valued
because it is more “correct” than the spoken form. In contemporary English language pedagogy,
we tend to reconcile these two extreme positions, giving primacy to neither but accepting the
difference between the two media. For one thing, speech takes place in context, which often
makes references clear. Writing, however, creates its own context and therefore has to be fully

explicit.

Hidden and Imperceptible Contact
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In the spoken form of a language, the speaker and the listener are in contact, and hence
they are able to interact and exchange roles. The reader, on the other hand, is not usually in the
company of the writer making interaction impossible. Also, immediate feedback, both verbal
(through questions, comments, grunts, murmurs, etc.) and non-verbal (through nodding, facial
expressions, etc.), are expected and given in speech, whereas no such immediate feedback is

possible in writing.

Therefore, proficient writers often try to anticipate reader’s reactions and incorporate
them into their texts. In speech, sentences are often incomplete, marked by hesitations and
pauses, some redundancy and repetition, and a range of devices like stress, intonation, body
movements and gestures are used to convey meaning. In writing, on the other hand, sentences are

expected to be carefully constructed, linked and organized to form a text.

Besides, as Tickoo (2003: 58) points out, “writing makes heavier demands on vocabulary
than does speaking...because effective writing requires a far larger number of words.” Hence it
is not very difficult to appreciate that writing, though it draws on many of the same linguistic
resources as speaking, represents a distinctly different ability which needs to be focused upon
and developed thoroughly in an instructional setting in English as a Second Language

(ESL)/English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts.

English Classroom in India
In the Indian English classroom, what has traditionally been happening in the name of
developing the composition skills in English is summed up very pointedly by Tickoo (2003: 57):

1. The teacher sets a writing task.

2. The pupils write a composition and hand it in.

3. The teacher corrects its grammar and spelling often using a lot of red ink, or asks the
pupils to either copy the model composition written by him/her or follow the one
found in their composition book.

4. The pupils look at the teacher’s corrections.

5. They (may) hurriedly rewrite or make changes to satisfy the teacher.
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Deficient Methodology

There is something fundamentally wrong about this methodology of teaching
composition. Besides amounting to teaching by testing, this methodology doesn’t focus even on
the awareness, leave alone development, of the processes involved in the skill of writing.
However, this has been going on unabated in the Indian English classroom, with teachers
generally confining their teaching of writing to the following three forms of writing: letter

writing, paragraph writing and essay writing.

While focusing on the forms of writing in the classroom is not a crime, doing this by
totally obliterating any focus on the dynamics of the different types of writing like descriptive
writing, narrative writing, expository writing, argumentative or interpretative writing, etc.,

doesn’t help in developing the writing skills of second or foreign language learners at all.

Writing Skills Development Procedure Suggested
In order to offset this imbalance, I propose the following ‘writing skills development
procedure’, which could be adapted in the ESL/EFL classroom. This procedure entails five steps

which show detailed planning on the part of the teacher.

The first step is that of setting the context, which means a writing context here. The
writing context could be a letter of complaint or a postcard from a holiday destination, etc.
Setting and maintaining a good context, which is plausible, interesting and vivid, is essential in
terms of both engaging the attention of learners and generating the target language necessary for
writing. Normally, teachers are prone to giving it all away, garrulous as they usually are! Instead
of this, eliciting as much of the context as possible from the learners would be a good idea.
Elicitation helps learners draw upon their existing knowledge, enabling them to make

connections between the old and the new, besides making the classroom more learner-centred.

The second step is that of focusing on content for a piece of writing. Here, teachers

could get the learners to brainstorm content ideas, and then board them using a mind-map or a
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spidergram. At this stage, which is a pre-writing one, teachers should be careful not to ask for a
finished text; asking for bullet points should suffice. Another important point for teachers to
consider here is the lexis that the piece of writing might require. For this, some vocabulary could
be pre-taught before the learners venture into the act of writing.

In the next step (Third Step), which is concerned with a focus on the development of
writing skills, a ‘distressed model’ could be supplied to the learners. In this ‘distressed model’,
the words could be jumbled, or there might be grammar errors or spelling mistakes. Depending
on what teachers want to focus upon, this model could also have an incorrect lay-out, jumbled
paragraphs or lines, or inappropriate register. The purpose is to provide an opportunity to the

learners to notice the errors, and later, focus on them for rectification.

This discovery approach to teaching, in which there is less direct instruction on the part
of teachers as they lead the learners towards knowledge through activities and discussions, is
beneficial as the learners are more actively involved in the learning process than they usually in a
teacher-fronted lecture-based class. At this stage, the focus is on the use of language, such as the
use of narrative tenses or comparatives, or the use of adjectives for descriptive writing, or the
conventions of letter-writing, etc.

Teachers can also focus here on the use linkers and discourse markers in texts (a genuine

problem area for all second and foreign language learners), different registers, lay-outs, etc.

The next step (Fourth Step) is what can be called crafting, in which the learners could be
supplied with an activity whereby they (preferably in pairs or groups) can discuss and prepare
their own version of the target text, as introduced by the ‘distressed model’. Group-work and

pair-work are especially beneficial because learners tend to learn from one another’s efforts.

The final step (Fifth Step) is the one of drafting, in which the learners, individually or
together, write up the end product.

To Conclude
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In this way, teachers of English can develop the writing skills of their learners through
the process approach to teaching writing whereby attention is paid to both the higher level skills
of planning and organizing and the lower level ones of spelling, punctuation, grammar and
lexical choice. The biggest virtue of this approach to teaching writing is that it provides the
learners, as Seow (2002: 316) points out, “with a series of planned learning experiences to help

them understand the nature of writing at every point.”
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Politics and Literature

The relation between politics and literature is a contentious debate. Literature at times
bypasses the domain of politics, but at times a literary work that seems autonomous on close
scrutiny becomes much paradoxical. The author at times uses this medium to suit his designs,
and occasionally can become a mere puppet under the pressure of discursive practices, and
something comes out of his pen that he had not initially intended. This intricate relation has
assumed serious dimensions especially after the outburst of recent critical theories like New
Historicism and Postcolonial Studies.

Focus of This Paper

My intention in this paper is to trace such political underpinnings that pervade the fiction
of Australian writer David Malouf. Australia being a settler colony has come under literary
discussions frequently, especially because it has produced such rich literary giants that claim to
be belonging to the rubric of postcolonialism like David Malouf, Patrick White, etc., but the
question that arises here is whether Malouf fits the bill accurately.
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David Malouf’s first novel, Johnno, was published in 1975. He is especially known for
his 1978 novel, An Imaginary Life and the internationally acclaimed Remembering Babylyion.

DAVID
MALOUF

J4 95

Remembering
Babylon

Uniqueness of Malouf’s Fiction

The question that arises here is what makes Malouf’s fiction unique? The answer
obviously is that he is not deeply nostalgic about the homeland, rather he uses his imagination to
come to realistic terms and lets it act as a bridge between the past and present. He is conscious of
the fact that what is at hand is more important than permanently living in an identity-crisis phase.
He is deeply a pragmatist who uses art as a tool to bridge the gulf between the past and present
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rather than creating a dangerous desire that is hard to be materialized. He realizes the sublimating
powers of fiction that can harness the haunted memories of the past in realizing a better future.

The way Malouf arranges his plots overtly make them less political, but there is an
implicit touch of his anti-colonial stance but not a radical one like that of Chinua Achebe,
,Rushdie and others. It is generally believed that Aboriginal Australians can realistically write
against the Eurocentric norms and not the settlers like Malouf, whose fiction is much the product
of his personal vendetta.

Core Conviction

Malouf’s core conviction is that fiction has the magical ability to convert the
commonplace reality into something that can be idyllic. He primarily tends to use his faculty of
imagination to fulfill his political motives. His political imperatives are not loaded with hatred,
but with a positive conviction that what is on hand is far better than dreaming of something that
cannot be retrieved. The way he assimilates in the Australian landscape, its history, identity and
language is undoubtedly magical, but how far it can represent the true dissent? Why such a
stance is opted by Malouf? His dazzling literary display is witness to this stance, where he
confirms to the current status quo.

An Imaginary Life

An Imaginary Life, Malouf’s second novel, is an exquisite account of Malouf’s personal
experiences. Malouf has the knack of manipulating the material already known to the readers in
an innovative way that serves both his political motives as well as artistic goals.

Malouf’s An Imaginary Life, now a (post) colonial classic, retells the story of the Roman
poet Ovid's exile. The poet is exiled from the center of civilization (Roman Empire) at that time,
and thus is compelled to live in a world near the sea Tomis where the landscape, the language,
the people all is alien to him. Finally, with the help of a wild boy, Ovid comes to accept his new
surroundings. Ovid's so-called civilized nature makes it difficult for him to be open to the
different languages and silences of Nature until he is taught by the wild boy, thereby the
self/other dichotomy is neutralized.

In a brilliant anonymous essay “What is the literary function of the dialogue between
language and nature in David Malouf’s An Imaginary Life”, this fact is deliberated and the
conviction formed is that, “In order for Malouf to create this new communion between self and
world, he first disconnects both Ovid and readers from their known language . . . We have to be
estranged from the language of civilization before we can learn the dialogue of nature”.

Malouf stresses upon this function of language because he knows the fact that language is
more than simply a means of communication; it constitutes our world-view by cutting up and
ordering reality into meaningful units. The meanings we attach to things tell us which values we
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consider superior or inferior. Thus he deconstructs the very nature of language and lets Ovid
undergo retrogressive metamorphosis to overcome the feelings of nostalgia. In Laura E. Savu’s
opinion “In this novel the very notion of “home” is redefined by Malouf as a demystified way of
seeing the world—a condition in which man’s natural, aesthetic, and moral states are
harmoniously integrated—rather than an actual, known/remembered place”.

Ultimate Assimilation and Political Significance

The fact that Ovid finally assimilates his new surroundings can be interpreted on an
allegorical level as a suggestion to the contemporary Australians that they need to identify with
the Australian landscape, languages and values, and not consider Australia as mere second-hand
Europe.

All this undoubtedly is artistic but the political overtones cannot be neglected altogether.
He seems to be in direct contrast with the conceptions as generally are believed to be the
hallmarks of postcolonialism like longing for imaginary homeland, identity crisis, hybridity and
ambivalence.

Escapist?

The way Malouf projects his ideas, at times compels the reader to believe that he is an
escapist but on close scrutiny it comes to forefront that his view is a balanced one, and has much
appeal than otherwise would have. It becomes obvious in Remembering Babylon when he shows
how Young Janet Mclvor has idealised the image of her parents” home (Scotland).

Unsettling Restoration of a Hybrid

The main character of the novel is Gemmy Fairley, who was thrown overboard when he
was thirteen years of age. Subsequently he was rescued by Aborigines with whom he lives for 16
years. As soon as he hears about the presence of white settlers in the south, he seeks them out
and meets three children, Lachlan Beattie, and his cousins Janet and Meg Mclvor. It is Lachlan
who is able to communicate with Gemmy and, “captures him”, and the Mclvor's take him in.

Gemmy's presence to most of the white settlers, however, is strongly unsettling, and
become antagonistic to the Mclvor. There is no climax to the escalating tension of the novel;
Gemmy disappears and his fate is never really known. The novel ends with the reunion
approximately 60 years later of Lachlan and Janet. He has become a politician and she a nun.
Gemmy is a “hybrid” of European and Aboriginal culture, a precursor of a future kind of people,
bearing a promise of a time when all Australians might truly connect with their land.

The way Malouf’s novels resolve the underlying issues finally, indicates a commitment
for the betterment of settlers and appropriation of Australian landscapes, history, cultural values
and issues of identity. Thus what we see here is that this hybrid is not the site of resistance, who
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fights for the colonized identity rather he co-opts a new identity, a different identity than is
generally found in the hybrids of other postcolonial writers.

Potential Otherness

Saadi Nikro in his essay, “David Malouf: Exploring Imperial Textuality" has aptly done a
charismatic analysis of Gemmy, the wild boy’s who according to him, “does not represent a
primordial state of being, and thus a figure of reconciliation, beyond the complexities of
articulating and negotiating difference through social and cultural exchange, but embodies a
transitional site of potential otherness whose identity remains an ongoing process of dialogue and
self-understanding”.

A Significant Deviation from Other Postcolonial Writers

Malouf wants to assert the fact that the settlers in mid-19th century North Queensland
had to re-orient their mental geography and make the Australian landscape their own. This type
of message is not generally found in other postcolonial writers like V. S. Naipaul, Chinua
Achebe, and S. Rushdie.

Suvendrini Perera, in “Unspeakable Bodies: Representing the Aboriginal in Australian
Critical Discourse” (1994), argues that Malouf’s creation of the white Aboriginal figure, Gemmy
Fairley, contributes to a “discourse of happy hybridisation” (Perera 17) that glosses over the
realities of Aboriginal dispossession. Perera argues that, “Instead of refiguring the opposition
between ‘savagism and civilization’, between settler and indigene, coloniser and colonised,
Malouf’s text reinscribes these oppositions even as it appears to develop a redemptive narrative
of hybridity (Perera 21).

Malouf’s Ambivalence

Malouf seems to be ambivalent but has a different type of ambivalence, i. e, whether to
ally with the natives, or with the settlers. However, he seems to be more concerned about his
personal welfare and that of settlers. Malouf cannot truly represent the position of Aboriginal
Australians, who are still ‘colonized’ and are operating within social, political and economic
structures imposed by a dominant cultural framework other than their own.

In complete contrast to the afore mentioned novels, Johnno, recasts a different scenario
where the narrator Dante begins by viewing his home town Brisbane as utterly alien, and yet
ends with a sense of belonging to this place of his formative years. Malouf is not completely
silent over the colonial atrocities to which Australian Aboriginals have been subjected, but still
the reader finds it hard to believe that Malouf is able to portray the real sufferings of Aboriginal
Australians accurately.
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DAaviD MaLouFr

ohnno

Flashbacks

Malouf's most recent novel, Conversations at Curlow Creek, is set in 1827 in New South.

OUICINAL AND EMERESSIVE
WILHIAM TEEVOR

Malouf uses the technique of long flashbacks to foreground the upbringing in Ireland of
the central character, Michael Adair, who is an army officer. Adair is under orders to supervise
the hanging of Carney (an escaped convict-turned-bushranger) at dawn, despite his increasing
respect for, and sympathy with, his fellow Irishman. Closer to the foreground is the familiar
Maloufian project of exploring the issues of identity and landscape that is deeply ambivalent. On
the one hand it evokes a sense of adjustment, and on the other hand the smell of colonial trauma
is pervading the text’s atmosphere. The novel shows Malouf at his best when it comes to the
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portrayal of convincing characters. Malouf explores the lives of ordinary people, but at the same
time he addresses the big issues of history and identity.

Thus what can be inferred is that Malouf’s fiction is politically motivated, and the main
tenets of postcolonial literature gets (un)consciously appropriated by him that suit the designs of
settlers more than Australian Aboriginals. The way Malouf treats the colonial history of
Australia, baffles the reader as Malouf unsettles the assumptions of mainstream postcolonial
discourse, and he generates a different scenario that baffles even the great literary scholars.
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Discourse Markers in Written English Texts in a Multilingual Setting:
A Comparative Study of High School English in the Schools of Assam

Barnali Chetia, M.A., M.Phil.

Abstract

The present study is an account of the use of discourse markers of English and the
implications they have with respect to their function for cohesion, coherence and continuity
of discourse in the written texts of the students studying in English medium, urban vernacular
medium and rural vernacular medium schools of Assam. The study also includes certain sub-
sections in order to have a detailed and comparative study of the discourse markers found in
the written texts of the subjects under study.

The study offers a view of the multilingual setting in Assam in which the teaching and
learning of English takes place. It shows what roles the variables of

a) Medium of instruction
b) Gender
c) Urban/rural difference

play in the acquisition of discourse markers. The study is backed by a preliminary account of
the educational policies proposed by educational organizations such as the NCERT and the
more recent Multilingual Education (MLE) proposals of the UNESCO.

The study is based on responses to questionnaire and cloze tests administered in the
schools and on an examination of the written texts of the students. The data are analyzed
using elementary statistics and conclusions drawn.

The conclusions of the study bring out a detailed picture of the generalizations in the
use of discourse markers amongst all the groups of students as well as variations in the levels
of competence across the different groups.

Key words: discourse marker, coherence, cohesion, continuity, repertoire

Introduction

The present study attempts a detailed and comparative study of the discourse markers

in English used in the written texts of high school students of Assam.

Discourse Markers

Discourse markers are the word insertions that provide continuity in conversations.

Discourse markers are also known as words or short ‘lexicalized phrases’ (Schiffrin, 2001)
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that organize texts. Discourse markers help to create ‘cohesion’ and ‘coherence’ in a given
text by establishing a relationship between the various ideas that are expressed within the text
(Schiffrin, 2001). Schiffrin (1987) operationally defines discourse markers as sequentially
dependent elements which brackets units of talk. Examples of discourse markers in English
would include ‘oh’, ‘well’, ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘or’, ‘so’, ‘like’, ‘because’, ‘now’, ‘then’, ‘I mean’,
‘you know’, ‘uh’, ‘anyway’, ‘yet’ etc. ‘Discourse markers’ is the term linguists give to the
above mentioned words that break our speech up into parts and show the relation between
parts. Discourse markers are found in various grammatical categories including conjunctions,
interjections and adverbs. Discourse markers can ‘connect’ various units of dynamic meaning
(coherence) as well as the surface structure of the text (cohesion). For example, ‘oh’ prepares
the hearer for a surprising or just-remembered item, and ‘but’ indicates that sentence to
follow is in opposition to the one before. However, these markers don’t necessarily mean
what the dictionary says they mean. Some people use ‘and’ just to start a new thought, and
some people put ‘but’ at the end of their sentences, as a way of trailing off gently. Discourse
markers also occur when speakers shift their orientation to information. In this case the
markers alert the listener that something within the speaker has changed.

Discourse markers are usually polyfunctional elements. Discourse markers can be
understood in two ways: First, as elements which serve towards the union of utterances.
Secondly, as elements which serve a variety of conversational purposes, discourse markers
are linguistic expressions used to signal the relation of an utterance to its immediate context,
with the primary function of bringing to the listeners’ attention a particular kind of linkage of

the upcoming utterance with the immediate discourse context.

Simone Muller (2005) made a list of how discourse markers function. He stated that

discourse markers are used

-to initiate discourse,

-to mark a boundary in discourse (shift/ partial shift in topic),
-to preface a response or a reaction,

-to serve as a filler or delaying tactic,

-to aid the speaker in holding the floor,

-to effect an interaction or sharing between speaker and hearer,
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-to bracket the discourse either cataphorically or anaphorically,

-to mark either fore grounded or back grounded information.

For a long time, English was considered a language that lacked particles (Lenk, 1998).
Subsequent studies of discourse markers in English have meanwhile pointed out that this is
indeed not the case: although the propositional content of a sentence might not be altered by
the addition or deletion of a discourse marker, discourse markers in English, nevertheless,
fulfill an important pragmatic function in the conversational interaction (Lenk, 1998).
Discourse markers are linguistic expressions used to signal the relation of an utterance to its
immediate context, with the primary function of bringing to the listeners’ attention a
particular kind of linkage of the upcoming utterance with the immediate discourse context.
Thus, it is seen that discourse markers help to create ‘cohesion’ and ‘coherence’ (Schiffrin,
2001) in a given text by establishing a relationship between the various ideas that are
expressed within the text. During the last two decades, analyses of discourse markers have
occupied a large space in the literature on pragmatics. And discourse markers have been

considered from a variety of perspectives and approaches.
Some of the functions of the most commonly used discourse markers are as follows-
Well

“Well” serves various functions in discourse depending on the context and its position
in the utterance. “Well” at the beginning of a turn serves as a response marker to what has

gone before.
Now

“Now” at the beginning of a turn is used as a transition marker, introducing a new
topic and changing the direction of the discourse. In the case of automated dialogues, where
the application may be very specific, "now™ can be used to move from one part of the

dialogue to another.
Actually

“Actually” gives processing instructions to a listener about how the particular

utterance should be understood. "Actually" can therefore be used to signal to the hearer that
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although what follows is relevant to the ongoing discourse, it will contain (in the opinion of

the speaker) information that the hearer is not expecting.
OK

"OK" has a rather informal status in spoken English, but can have many uses in
spoken dialogue systems, depending on the level of formality required for the service.
Literature says various functions have been attached to "OK" depending on its location within

an utterance.

"OK" at the beginning of a turn expresses agreement, and can also indicate

acknowledgement of the preceding utterance.

"OK" in second position following "yes" emphasizes the agreement expressed by
"yes". However, that role depends on the intonation of the utterance. For example, “Yes, OK”
(spoken with a sigh) potentially indicates reluctant agreement or consent. On the other hand,

"Yes, OK" (spoken with stress on "OK") indicates impatience with the interlocutor.
And

“And” has two roles in talk: it coordinates idea units and it continues a speaker’s
action. Schiffrin (1987) made an observation that ‘and’ is the most frequently used mode of

connection at a local level of idea structure.
Some of the functions of the extensively used Discourse Markers in written texts-
With regard to; regarding; as regards; as far as

These expressions focus attention on what follows in the sentence. This is done by
announcing the subject in advance. As regards and as far as usually indicate a change of

subject.
Examples:
His grades in science subjects are excellent. As regards humanities ...

With  regard to the latest market figures we can see that

Regarding our efforts to improve the local economy, we have made ...
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As far as | am concerned, we should continue to develop our resources.
As for John's thoughts, let's take a look at this report he sent me.
On the other hand; while; whereas

These expressions give expression to two ideas which contrast but do not contradict

each other.
Examples:
Football is popular in England, while in Australia they prefer cricket.

We've been steadily improving our customer service center. On the other hand our shipping

department needs to be redesigned.
Jack thinks we're ready to begin whereas Tom thinks we still need to wait.
However, nonetheless, nevertheless
All these words are used to present two contrasting ideas.
Examples:
Smoking is proved to be dangerous to the health. Nonetheless, 40% of the population smokes.
Our teacher promised to take us on a field trip. However, he changed his mind last week.

Peter was warned not to invest all of his savings in the stock market. Nevertheless, he
invested and lost everything.

Moreover, furthermore, in addition

These expressions are used to add information to what has been said. The usage of

these words is much more elegant than just making a list or using the conjunction ‘and'.
Examples:

His problems with his parents are extremely frustrating. Moreover, there seems to be no easy

solution to them.
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| assured him that | would come to his presentation. Furthermore, | also invited a number of

important representatives from the local chamber of commerce.

Our energy bills have been increasing steadily. In addition to these costs, our telephone costs

have doubled over the past six months.
Therefore, as a result, consequently

These expressions show that the second statement follows logically from the first

statement.
Examples:

He reduced the amount of time studying for his final exams. As a result, his marks were

rather low.

We've lost over 3,000 customers over the past six months. Consequently, we have been forced
to cut back our advertising budget.

The government has drastically reduced its spending. Therefore, a

number of programs have been cancelled.

Herein 1 would like to add that the literature on this field says discourse marker is one among
a number of names suggested for the seemingly empty words found in the oral and the
written texts. The other names given to ‘discourse markers’ are filler, connective, initiator,
continuer, discourse structure signalling device and pragmatic particle etc. And in the most
comprehensive work on discourse markers, Schiffrin (1987) defines them as “sequentially
dependent elements which bracket units of talk.” During the last two decades, analyses of
discourse markers have occupied a large space in the literature on pragmatics. There is a
general agreement that discourse markers contribute to the pragmatic meaning of utterances

and thus play an important role in the pragmatic competence of the speaker.
English Language Teaching and Discourse Markers

Teaching of English in the schools in India is in a confused state today. Students from
the urban vernacular medium and rural vernacular medium are taught English for about six
periods per week. So they face problem in forming structures of English. A teacher’s S0
called target is to “prepare” the students for the examination and not to make the students
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competent in the use of the language they are learning. In reality neither the student nor the
teacher is anxious to learn or to teach English. So the student is nervous only about his/her
success in the examination and the teacher’s sole problem is to see that the pass percentage
does not go down. People care more for diplomas than for knowledge. It is not learning that

we want, but the prize that learning brings - wealth, prestige, status, and so on.

Generally, the students in the government schools are assessed in all the states in
India by means of a single examination conducted towards the end of the year. In this system
students usually work hard for a few days just before the examination and get through the
examination. But, such last minute preparation does not help in the case of language.
Language needs constant practice over an extended period and this can be ensured only if
examinations are held at frequent intervals. The present system of relying solely on an all -
important annual examination therefore does not serve the purpose. Moreover the question
papers are set in such a way where all the questions can be answered with the help of guides
available in the market. For such an examination, students require no thinking, no originality,
no imagination and no skill, though the vital aspect of language learning is integrated skill.
Nevertheless, the situation in English medium schools are little better. And, there are
institutes which follow TESOL (teaching English to speakers of other languages). The goal of
this experimental text is to introduce the students (and lay men and women who would like to
help those who do not know English) to some basic ideas, methods, and tools of teaching
English as a second or foreign language. TESOL includes TESL and TEFL. (TESL-Teaching
English as a second language, that is, teaching English in a country where English is the
primary language. For example: India, Canada, and Australia. TEFL-Teaching English as a
foreign language, that is teaching in a country where English is a foreign language. For

example: China, Mexico, and Korea).

As mentioned before, the most interesting feature in a multilingual setting like India is
that irrespective of the language, the people are conversing in, the discourse markers ‘ok’,
‘oh’, ‘well’, ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘or’, ‘so’, ‘like’, ‘because’, ‘now’, ‘then’, ‘I mean’, ‘you know’,
‘uh’, ‘anyway’, ‘yet’ are seen to be used. The discourse markers do help a student in forming
better structures in English as discourse markers or linking words indicate how one piece of
discourse is connected to another piece of discourse. The discourse markers help to develop
ideas and to relate them to one another. They show the connection between what has already

been written or said and what is going to be written or said. Some are very informal and
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characteristic of spoken language. Others are quite formal and characteristic of written
language. There are some discourse markers which help in presenting complicated

information in writing.
For example:

1) With regard to; regarding; as regards; as far as are expressions which focus attention on
what follows in the sentence. This is done by announcing the subject in advance.

2) On the other hand; while; whereas are expressions that give expression to two ideas which
contrast but do not contradict each other.

3) However, nonetheless, nevertheless are expressions that are used to present two contrasting

ideas.

4) Moreover, furthermore, in addition are the expressions that are used to add information to
what has been said. The usage of these words is much more elegant than just making a list or

using the conjunction 'and'.

5) Therefore, as a result, consequently are expressions which show that the second statement

follows logically from the first statement.

Multilingual Setting and English Discourse Markers

Multilingualism is now a legitimate reality in the world. Given that multilingualism is
a norm rather than the exception, maintaining and developing multilingual competence has
become a necessity. A majority of students arrive in schools with multilingual competence
and hold multiple identities. And even if they arrive as monolinguals, it is imperative that

they have opportunities to acquire additional languages from peers or from instruction.

The official language of the Republic of India is Hindi, and its subsidiary official
language is English. The individual states can legislate their own official languages,
depending on their linguistic demographics. Government of India has given 22 "languages of
the 8th Schedule" the status of official language. The number of languages given this status
has increased through the political process. Some languages with a large number of speakers
still do not have this status, the largest of these being Bhili/Bhiladi with some 9.6 million

native speakers (ranked 14th), followed by Gondi with 2.7 million speakers (ranked 18th) and
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Khandeshi with 2.1 million speakers (ranked 22nd). On the other hand, 2 languages with
fewer than 2 million native speakers have recently been included in the 8th Schedule for
mostly political reasons: Manipuri/Meitei with 1.5 million speakers (ranked 25th) and Bodo
with 1.4 million speakers (ranked 26th). For cultural/historical reasons Sanskrit is on the
official schedule, though only 14 thousand people claim it to be their language, but many

more study it in school as the classical language of India.

In India, a regional language has its geographical bounds defined within the state.
Along with Hindi as an official language and twenty two others as official regional
languages, each state can choose its own regional language for use in local government
affairs and in education among the languages spoken in its territory. It is seen that although
there are so many languages in India, quite a number of people do not know any other Indian

language than their own. English is most widely spoken second language, followed by Hindi.
Multilingual Education

Mother tongue based MLE (multilingual education) has become a global movement
seeking to provide quality education for all. With mother tongue education seen as a critical
input for development and revitalization of languages, the number of countries joining the
MLE movement has shown a rapid increase. This rising interest in MLE is supported by the
forceful developments in theory and practice of multilingual education, a large body of
committed MLE practitioners and professionals around the world and also because of
influences of several international organizations (such as UNESCO, World Bank, UNPFII

etc).

In a multilingual speech community a whole range of languages, or repertoire, is
available to speakers, who choose to use some of them in their linguistic interaction to
perform particular social roles. Repertoire applies at two different levels to both the

community and the individual.

The most interesting feature in a multilingual setting like India is that irrespective of

the language, the people are conversing in, the discourse markers ‘ok’, ‘oh’, ‘well’, ‘and’,

b (3

‘but’, ‘or’, ‘so’, ‘like’, ‘because’, ‘now’, ‘then’, ‘I mean’, ‘you know’, ‘uh’, ‘anyway’, ‘yet’

are seen to be used. (After the analysis it was derived that subjects used ‘well’, ‘ok’, ‘so’,
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‘now’, ‘I mean’, ‘anyway’ extensively even while communicating in a language other than

English.)
Focus of This Study — Analysis of Discourse Markers

The present study incorporates a detailed analysis of the discourse markers and the
implications they have with respect to the attributes of cohesion, coherence, and continuity of
the discourse in the written texts of the students studying in English medium, urban
vernacular medium and rural vernacular medium schools of Assam. In addition to the broader
basis of comparison mentioned above, the study also include certain sub-sections in order to
have a detailed and comparative study of the discourse markers found in the written texts of
the subjects under study. These subsections include a study of the discourse markers found in

the written texts of students studying in:

1. English medium school students versus urban vernacular medium school students

and rural vernacular medium students.

2. Male students of English medium schools, urban vernacular medium schools and
rural vernacular medium schools versus Female students of urban English medium schools,

urban vernacular medium schools and rural vernacular medium schools.

3. Assamese students of English medium schools, urban vernacular medium schools
and rural vernacular medium schools versus Assamese students of English medium schools,

urban vernacular medium schools and rural vernacular medium schools.

4. Assamese male students of English medium schools, urban vernacular medium
schools and rural vernacular medium schools versus Non-Assamese male students of English

medium schools, urban vernacular medium schools and rural vernacular medium schools.

5. Assamese female students of English medium schools, urban vernacular medium
schools and rural vernacular medium schools versus Non-Assamese female students of
English medium schools, urban vernacular medium schools and rural vernacular medium

schools.

Thus, the parameters mentioned above yielded a detailed and comprehensive database

for a comparative analysis in the usage of discourse markers and their implication in the
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written texts of the High school students in the context of a multi-lingual and multi-ethnic

state like Assam.

In Assam, apart from the Assamese community there are the Bodos’, Rabhas’,
Manipuris’, Missings’, Miris’, Deoris’, Morans’, Karbis’, Kacharis’. There are also a huge
number of people from the Bengali, Bihari and Nepali communities. Morever, in the more
recent times, a fairly large scale migration of people from other parts of India like the
Santhals’, Gonds’, Mundas’ etc. from Bihar, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh has been noticed,
they were mainly brought as indentured labourers for teagardens. These people have also
carried their own distinct cultural heritage and language to the state. Thus, by this study on
discourse markers, an attempt has been made to evaluate the prevailing state of education and
training with respect to the teaching of English as a second language in the state. As English
is one of the official languages of the country, with the status of associate national language
and mastery of English is considered a social and educational accomplishment, as accurately
described by Kudchedkar (2002) as follows:

... English plays a very important role in education, business and administration. It is the
medium of instruction for higher education-both academic and technological. Those who
seek jobs in private companies or professions must be proficient in English. It is recognized
as an official language for purposes of administration at the national level. It would follow
that it should be considered as a second language rather than a foreign language.

... Today, it is difficult to think of success in any career in India without adequate proficiency

in English.

In short, Kachru’s (1986) pronouncement that English has now become an integral

part of India’s linguistic repertoire is all the more true today.
Methodology

An inductive method of research based on a sample survey was used for the present

study. The collection of data was done in the following sequence:

1. Existing literature related to ‘Discourse Analysis’ and ‘Discourse Markers’ were

collected and read.

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 13:9 September 2013
Barnali Chetia, M.A., M.Phil.

Discourse Markers in Written English Texts in a Multilingual Setting: A Comparative Study
of High School English in the Schools of Assam 50



http://www.languageinindia.com/

2. After the above analysis was done, first, a questionnaire containing both subjective

as well as objective questions, was prepared (the questionnaire is attached in Appendix 1).

This questionnaire was taken to the field and the subjects (students) were asked to fill
it up. Second, a cloze test was prepared, wherein a portion of a text with the discourse
markers removed, was given to the students (subjects). The students were asked to replace the
missing words with appropriate discourse markers (a copy of the cloze test is attached in
Appendix 2). Third, the students from all the three groups, i.e., the English medium (EM), the
Urban Vernacular medium (VM-U), and the Rural Vernacular medium (VM-R), were asked
to write a letter, story and an essay. Taking their (the subjects) letter, story and essay as a
specimen, the frequency of their usage of ‘Discourse Markers’ was analyzed. The subjects
were selected by simple random sampling, keeping the medium of instruction, schools and

demographic characteristics in mind.
3. The following variables were considered significant for the present study:
a. Level of Education

b. Medium of instruction in School (English Medium, Urban Vernacular Medium, Rural

Vernacular Medium)

c. Setting: urban versus rural

d. Linguistic community (Assamese/ Non-Assamese)
e. Sex

4. After the data was elicited and collected, it was categorized and tabulated. This

tabulated data formed the basis of the final analysis.
Data Analysis
The Sample

The data has been elicited from two hundred subjects (students). These subjects have
been categorized into three different groups based on their school, medium of instruction and

demographic location. These subjects are studying in standard 8, 9, and 10. Under these
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groups, the subjects have been further sub grouped based on their gender and community.

Broadly the three different groups are-
1. English Medium (EM)
2. Urban Vernacular Medium (VM-U)
3. Rural Vernacular Medium (VM-R)
(Note-there were no rural English medium schools)
The sub groups under these broad groups are-
1. Assamese/Non-Assamese
2. Male/Female
English Medium

In the group of English Medium (EM) students (subjects), there are total 86 students.
Out of which, 57 students are female and 29 are male. There are 31 Non-Assamese students.
Out of which, 27 students are female and 7 are male. There are 52 Assamese students, out of

which, 30 are female and 22 are male.

TOTAL ASSAMESE NON-ASSAMESE
EM 86 52 34
FEMALE 57 30 27
MALE 29 22 07

Urban Vernacular Medium (VM-U)

In the group of Urban Vernacular Medium (VM-U) students, there are total 56
students. Out of which, 27 students are female and 23 male. There are 5 Non-Assamese

students. Out of which, 4 students are female and 1 is male.
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There are 45 Assamese students. Out of which, 23 students are female and 22 are

male.
TOTAL ASSAMESE NON-ASSAMESE
VM-U 56 51 5
FEMALE 28 23 4
MALE 28 22 1

Rural Vernacular Medium (VM-R)

In the group of Rural Vernacular Medium (VM-R), there are total 58 students. Out of
which, 32 students are female and 26 are male. There are 10 Non-Assamese students. Out of
which, 6 students are female and 4 are male. There are 48 Assamese students. Out of which,

26 students are female and 22 are male.

TOTAL ASSAMESE NON-ASSAMESE
VM-R 58 48 10
FEMALE 32 26 6
MALE 26 22 4

For the purpose of data elicitation from the subjects, a questionnaire containing both
subjective as well as objective questions, was prepared (the questionnaire is attached in
Appendix 1). This questionnaire was taken to the field and the subjects from the Urban
English medium (EM), the Urban Vernacular medium (VM-U), and the Rural Vernacular
medium (VM-R) Schools were asked to fill it up. Second, a cloze test was prepared, wherein
a portion of a text with the discourse markers removed, was given to the subjects. The
subjects were asked to replace the missing words with appropriate discourse markers (a copy
of the cloze test is attached in Appendix 2). Third, the subjects from all the three groups, i.e.,

EM, VM-U, VM-R, were asked to write a letter, story and an essay. Taking their (the
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subjects) letter, story and essay as a specimen, the frequency of their usage of ‘Discourse
Markers’ was analyzed. To reach a conclusion, the answers of the students have been

analyzed based on 3 parameters. The parameters are as follows:
1. Total number of students.
2. Assamese/Non-Assamese.
3. Male/Female.

The Data

After the analysis, it was seen that the most frequently used and popular discourse
markers among the subjects are- and, but, so, therefore, however, whereas, then, like,
anyway, because (both in oral and written texts). Again, the subjects often used the discourse
markers consequently, as a result, in addition, nevertheless, moreover, furthermore,

nonetheless, regarding more in their written texts and less in their oral texts.

The analysis in the table below is based on the subjects’ written texts (letters, stories,
essays). Each subject wrote one letter, story and essay. Total two hundred subjects submitted

six hundred scripts for this study.
Table1

A tabulated presentation of the most frequently used discourse markers in both oral

and written texts

DISCOURSE TOTAL NO. OF TIMES | AVERAGE USE PER
MARKERS (FORMAL) | USED INFORMANT

BUT 740 3.7

SO 705 3.5

AND 690 3.4

THEREFORE 600 3

HOWEVER 580 2.9

THEN 560 2.8
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ANYWAY 522 2.6
CONSEQUENTLY 480 2.4
AS A RESULT 445 2.2
IN ADDITION 416 2.08
NEVERTHELESS 408 2.04
MOREOVER 402 2.01
FURTHERMORE 372 1.86
REGARDING 318 1.59
WHEREAS 312 1.56
AT LAST 302 1.51
Table 2

Tabulated form of the most frequently used discourse markers (informal) in written

texts
DISCOURSE TOTAL NO. OF TIMES | AVERAGE USE PER
MARKERS USED INFORMANT
(INFORMAL)

WELL 298 1.49

OK 284 1.42

LIKE 209 1.04

[Note- Discourse Markers less than two times in the entire text corpus (questionnaires, cloze

tests, letters, stories, essays) were discarded due to their very low frequency rate]

Findings
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1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

The subjects used these discourse markers sentence initially. (other than one-two

exceptions, it was seen in all the scripts of students).

A large chunk of the subjects in the written texts used the discourse marker ‘and’ to

coordinate idea units and to continue the speaker’s action.

The discourse markers however, nevertheless, nonetheless were used by the subjects
to emphasize contrast. The subjects used ‘therefore, as a result, consequently’ for the
same purpose, to show that the second statement follows logically from the first
statement. But the frequency in the use of the discourse marker ‘therefore’ was much

higher than the discourse marker ‘as a result’, ‘consequently.’

Technically, ‘whereas’ give expression to two ideas which contrast but do not
contradict each other. But after the analysis, it is seen that the discourse marker

‘whereas’ is used by the subjects to both contrast and contradict two ideas.
The subjects used ‘anyway’ for dismissal of previous discourse or idea unit.

The subjects used ‘furthermore’, ‘moreover’ to add more information. They also used
the discourse marker ‘in addition’ in the same line but it was used for more formal

purpose in their texts.

Other than these discourse markers, the subjects are seen to have used some discourse

markers occasionally. Those discourse markers are as follows —

1)

2)

3)

4)
5)

6)

The subjects used ‘at the same time, on the other hand, conversely’ to balance

contrasting points.

The subjects used ‘At least, in any case’ to dismiss the previous discourse or sentence

unit.

The subjects used ‘similarly, in the same way’ to show similarity, comparison

between idea units.
The subjects used ‘after all’ for persuading.
The subjects used ‘I mean, actually’ to clarify or give detail of an idea unit.

The subjects used ‘basically, generally’ to summarize a discourse unit.
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7) ‘Yet’ is seen to be used by the subjects to emphasize a contrast.

8) The subjects used ‘by the way, incidentally’ for change of subject.

9) The subjects used ‘lastly, finally’ when they were talking about the end.
Overall Analysis Based on the Hypotheses

The acquisition of discourse markers by non-native learners of English is dependent
on differences on the medium of instruction and other variables such as gender differences

and the urban/ rural division.

The subjects were asked specific questions regarding this hypothesis, wherein they
were enquired — which discourse markers do they use even while communicating in a

language (including mother tongue) other than English? [Appendix 1 — Q.No.16]

The subjects used ‘well’, ‘ok’, ‘so’, ‘now’, ‘I mean’, ‘anyway,’ ‘then’ extensively
even while communicating in a language other than English. A comparative analysis between
all the three groups—the English medium, the urban vernacular medium, the rural vernacular
medium (EM, VM-U, VM-R) shows that the subjects from the VM-U group used maximum
number of discourse markers even while communicating in a different language other than
English. As out of 56 subjects of this group, 34 subjects gave correct answers, whereas, in the
EM group, out of 86 subjects, 45 subjects gave correct answers. Similarly, in the VM-R

group, out of 58 subjects, 33 gave correct answers.
Table 3

The tabulated form of the analysis (with percentage)

GROUPS TOTAL CORRECT PERCENTAGE
SUBJECTS ANSWER

EM 86 45 52.32%

VM-U 56 34 60.71%

VM-R 58 33 56.89%
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Observations

1. In the VM-U group, male subjects performed better than the female subjects.
2. In the VM-U group, Assamese subjects performed better than the Non-Assamese
subjects.
Table 4

The table presents the performance of male/female and Assamese/non-Assamese

subjects
GROUPS|TOTAL |MALE |FEMALE |[ASSAME|ASSAME [INON- NON-
SE SE ASSAMES |ASSAM
SUBJEC|SUBJEC [SUBJECT
E MALE |ESE
TS TS S MALE |FEMAL
FEMAL
E
E
EM 86 16 39 12 19 4 10
VM-U |56 15 19 15 18 - 1
VM-R |58 17 16 16 13 1 3

Gender differences may also prevail in the use and repertoire of discourse markers
and they may serve to be important indicators as to gender based differences in

communication and understanding.

Out of the six determining questions and tests, the data shows that the female subjects
fared better than the male subjects. (The most common discourse markers among the female

subjects were-like, ok, so, well, anyway).
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Table 5

The tabulated form with percentage

GENDER |TOTA|Q.15 |Q.16 |Q.17 |Q.18 |CLOZ |NO.
L E TEST |OF
DM’S
USED
MALE 78 55 48 53 33 13 30
PERCENT 70.51 |61.53 |67.94 [42.30 |16.66% |38.46
AGE % % % % %
(MALE)
FEMALE |116 55 74 70 55 44 69
PERCENT 4741 163.79 |60.34 |47.41 |37.93% |50.86
AGE % % % %
(FEMALE)
Table 6

The tabulated form of the male/female analysis

GENDER | Q.NO.15 [ Q.NO.16 | Q.NO.17 | QNO.18 | CLOZE |NO. OF
TEST | DMs
USED IN
WRITTEN
TEXTS
MALE | M - M - - -
FEMALE | -- F - F F F
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e M- Male
e F-Female

Differences prevail in both repertoire and use of discourse markers between the

students studying in the High Schools of Assam who are coming from different communities.

(In this study, students were from different communities of India like the Bengali,
Bihari, Marwari, Sindhi, Tamil, Bodo, Kachari, Rabha, Miri, Manipuri etc. But | have
broadly categorized these students’ communities into Assamese and Non-Assamese for the

analysis purpose.)

A comparative analysis between all the three groups, the Urban Vernacular Medium
(VM-U), English Medium (EM), Rural Vernacular Medium (VM-R), it is seen that in the
EM and VM-R groups, the subjects from the Assamese community have performed better
than the students from the non-Assamese community, whereas in the VM-U group, the non-
Assamese subjects performed better than the Assamese subjects. In some of the questions
and tests- individual groups, like the Female Assamese subjects of the EM group or the Male
Assamese subjects of the VM-U group were performing better. But, in the overall analysis,
the Assamese subjects are seen to have performed better. An interesting feature was subjects
from the non-Assamese group (especially- Marwari, Sindhi, Bihari, Tamil and even Bengali)
used more informal discourse markers like- well, like, ok, anyway etc. The discourse marker

‘like’ was seen to be the most common one.
Table 7

The tabulated form of the analysis

GROUP [TOTAL [TOTAL | TOTAL [TOTAL |[TOTAL [TOTAL [TOTAL
S NO. OFASSAM | NON- ASSAME |[NON- ASSAMES [NON-
SUBJEC |[ESE ASSAME |SE MALE|ASSAME [E FEMALEASSAME
TS SE SE MALE SE
FEMALE
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EM 86 52 34 22 7 30 27

VM-U |56 45 5 22 1 23 4

VM-R |58 48 10 22 4 26 6
Table 8

The tabulated form of the EM group (with percentage)

EM Q.15 Q.16 Q.17 Q.18 CLOZE |NO. OF
TEST  [DM’S

TOTAL 41 45 71 49 40 36

ASSAMESE |27 31 44 34 28 19

(51.92%) |(59.61%) |(84.61%) |(65.38%) |[(53.84%) |(36.53%)

NON- 14 14 27 15 12 17

ASSAMESE| 11 1706) |(41.17%) [(79.419%) |(44.11%) [(35.29%) |(50%)
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Table 9

The tabulated form of the VM-U group (with percentage)

VM-U Q.15 Q.16 Q.17 Q.18 CLOZE |INO. OF
TEST [DM’S
TOTAL 32 34 38 19 5 25
ASSAMESE|28 33 33 17 2 21
(62.22%) |(73.33%) |(73.33%) |((37.77%) |(4.44%) |(46.66%)
NON- 4 1 5 2 3 4
ASSAMESE gnoy  [(10%)  |(1009%)  |(40%)  |(60%) |(80%)
Table 10
The tabulated form of the VM-R group (with percentage)
VM-R Q.15 Q.16 |[Q.17 Q.18 CLOZE |NO. OF
TEST DM’S
TOTAL 37 33 14 20 12 38
ASSAMESE | 31 29 11 19 11 32
(64.58%) | (50%) | (18.96%) | (39.59%) | (18.96%) | (66.66%0)
NON- 6 4 3 1 1 6
ASSAMESE
(60%0) (40%) | (30%) (10%0) (10%0) (60%0)
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Differences prevail in both the repertoire and use of discourse markers between
students studying in the Urban English Medium Schools (EM) as compared to Urban
Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-U) and Rural Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-R).

From the comparative analysis done on the basis of the written texts (essays, letters,
stories) written by the subjects in the three groups, the Urban English Medium (EM), the
Urban Vernacular Medium (VM-U) and the Rural Vernacular Medium (VM-R). It is seen
that the subjects of the VM-R group used the highest number of discourse markers. The
discourse markers used by this group were more formal in nature. They used the discourse
markers-therefore, as a result, consequently, however, nevertheless, whereas, regarding,

extensively.
Table 11

The tabulated form of the analysis of the EM, VM-U, VM-R group (with percentage)

GROUPS TOTAL SUBJECTS WHO | PERCENTAGE
SUBJECTS USED 5 OR
MORE DM’S IN
TEXT
EM 86 36 41.86%
VM-U 56 25 44.64%
VM-R 58 38 65.51%

Observations
1. The female subjects performed better than the male subjects.
2. The Non-Assamese subjects performed better than the Assamese subjects.

Thus the analysis of the data reveals that the Discourse markers in English do serve as
connectors and aid successful communication in the mother tongue and other languages of

the student. Gender differences prevail in the use and repertoire of discourse markers.
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Differences also prevail in both repertoire and use of discourse markers between the students
studying in the high schools of Assam who come from different communities. Differences
can be seen in both the repertoire and use of discourse markers between students studying in
the English Medium Schools (EM), Urban Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-U) and Rural
Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-R).

CONCLUSION

The present study was an initial attempt to determine how the acquisition of discourse
markers by non-native learners of English is dependent on differences on the medium of
instruction and other variables such as gender differences and the urban/ rural division.
Although, the number of subjects in the study is not too huge to make any substantial claims,
the study itself can be regarded as a step toward uncovering the nature of discourse marker

acquisition by a non-native speaker.

On the basis of the present study it was found that the most frequently used and
popular discourse markers among the subjects are - but, so, and, therefore, however, then,
anyway, whereas. Again, in the written texts, the subjects have often used the discourse
markers namely consequently, as a result, in addition, nevertheless, moreover, furthermore,

regarding.
The Main Findings of the Study may be summarized as-

The study reveals that the Discourse markers in English do serve as connectors and
aid successful communication in the mother tongue and other languages of the student. The
subjects from the urban vernacular medium (VM-U) have proved this correct by using
maximum number of discourse markers even while communicating in a different language

(including mother tongue) other than English.

Gender differences prevail in the use and repertoire of discourse markers. The final
analysis shows that the female subjects fared better than the male subjects in the frequency as

well as proficiency of usage of discourse markers.

Differences prevail in both repertoire and use of discourse markers between the
students studying in the High Schools of Assam who come from different communities. In

the overall analysis, the Assamese subjects are seen to have performed better.
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Differences prevail in both the repertoire and use of discourse markers between
students studying in the English Medium Schools (EM) as compared to Urban Vernacular
Medium Schools (VM-U) and Rural Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-R). The study also
found that the subjects of the Rural Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-R) group used the

highest number of discourse markers in the written texts.
Implications for English Language Teaching in a Multilingual Setting

Multilingualism is now a legitimate reality in the world. Given that multilingualism is
a norm rather than the exception, maintaining and developing multilingual competence has
become a necessity. A majority of students arrive in schools with multilingual competence
and hold multiple identities. And even if they arrive as monolinguals, it is imperative that

they have opportunities to acquire additional languages from peers or from instruction.

Skutnabb Kangas (2000) says that English is a killer language in India. But it is seen
that English is not usually the direct cause of language death in India. Rather, it is seen to be
a driving force in the globalization of the economy, which forces people to switch to English
as a means to improve their social mobility. Today, be it education, business or
administration, English plays a very important role. It is the medium of instruction for higher
education-both academic and technological. Proficiency in English is mandatory for jobs in
private companies. Today, the reality is such that it is difficult to think of success in any

career in India without adequate proficiency in English.

In the present study, it was seen that English is not always learned with subtractive
effect on other languages. The present study found that the subjects of the Rural VVernacular
Medium Schools (VM-R) group used the highest number of discourse markers in the written
texts. Again the subjects from the urban vernacular medium (VM-U) have used maximum
number of discourse markers even while communicating in a different language (including
mother tongue) other than English. In both the Rural Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-R)
and the Urban Vernacular Medium Schools (VM-U), the medium of instruction is the mother
tongue, which is Assamese (even the non-Assamese students studying in these schools have
to learn Assamese). This proves that medium of instruction in mother tongue does not stand

as a deterrent in acquiring adequate proficiency in English.
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The most interesting feature in a multilingual setting like India is that irrespective of
the language, the people are conversing in, the discourse markers ‘ok’, ‘oh’, ‘well’, ‘and’,
‘but’, ‘or’, ‘so’, ‘like’, ‘because’, ‘now’, ‘then’, ‘I mean’, ‘you know’, ‘uh’, ‘anyway’, ‘yet’
are seen to be used. In the present study, it was derived from the analysis that subjects used
‘well’, ‘ok’, ‘so’, ‘now’, ‘I mean’, ‘anyway’ extensively even while communicating in a

language other than English.
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Appendix 1
Questionnaire
1. Name:
2. Father’s Name:
3. Mother’s Name:
4. Date of Birth:
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5. Male/Female:

6. Class:

7. Ambition:

8. Occupation of Father: Govt./Private/Business (tick one)
9. Occupation of Mother: Govt./Private/Business/Home maker (tick one)
10. Since when have you lived here?

11. Which languages do you speak?

a) at home

b) at school

c) with friends-

12. List the languages you know?

a) well:

b) so-so:

c) not so well:

13. What languages do you use at home?

a) with grandparents:

b) with parents:

¢) with siblings:

d) with relatives:

e) with servants(if any):

f) with pets(if any):

14. Do you sing in the bathroom (if yes, in which language do you sing)?

15. What words do you use to connect sentences in English?

16. Which of these English words do you use even while talking in a language other than
English?

17. How often do you use the following words while writing answers, essays, stories?
[Very often/often/occasionally/never]
a) Well:

b) Ok:
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c) Actually:
d) And:

e) Like:

) Now:

g) But:

h) Because:
1) Then:

J) Yet:

k) Anyway:
I) I mean:
m) So:

n) While:

0) Whereas:
p) Nonetheless:
q) However:
r) Moreover:
s) Therefore:

t) Furthermore:

18. Which are your favourite sentence connectors?

Cloze Test

Fill in the blanks with appropriate sentence connectives:

.................. our efforts to improve the local economy, we have made some

benefits................ the latest market figures, we can see that our company is progressing.
We have been steadily improving our customer service center,................ , our shipping
department needs to be redesigned. I would like to say that ................. , L am concerned, we

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 13:9 September 2013
Barnali Chetia, M.A., M.Phil.

Discourse Markers in Written English Texts in a Multilingual Setting: A Comparative Study
of High School English in the Schools of Assam 69



http://www.languageinindia.com/

should continue to develop our resources. Our energy bills have been increasing
steadily.................. these costs, our telephone costs have doubled over the past six months.
I warned Amy not to invest all his savings in the stock market.............. , he invested and
lost everything. Amidst these, his problems with his parents are extremely frustrating.
.............. , there seems to be no easy solution to them. I assured him that I would come to
his presentation. .......................... I also invited a number of important representatives
from the local chambers of commerce. We have almost lost 3,000 customers over the past six
months. ............. , we have been forced to cut back our advertising budget. The
government has drastically reduced its spending. ................ , a number of programs have

been cancelled.
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John Keats and Robert Frost — The Romanticists sans Escapism

Dr. R. Baskaran, M.A., B.Ed., M.Phil., Ph.D.

Aspects of Comparative Literature

Comparative literature is not merely a literary comparison, rather it has now carved its
own niche as a separate branch of literary history. It is even recognized as the study of
international relationships because the very future of human life on this earth solely rests on the
rock basis of international understanding. Moreover, Man intends to compare anything and
everything under the sun for he knows that comparison is the very essence of life without which
the life of mankind on earth would become further complicated and impossible. And it may look
incredible first when both John Keats and Robert Frost are portrayed as Romanticists sans
Escapism. But a careful reading of John Keats’s Ode to a Nightingale and Frost’s Birches could

yield only the pivotal theme of romanticism, not escapism.

John Keats

Courtesy: www.en.eikipedia.org

The year 1816 is remarkable for one, who otherwise would have become a surgeon and
the world would have been an unfortunate one to miss a great poet. It was none other than John

Keats whose life as a poet though lasted for three years, has proved to be as great in the field of
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literature as William Shakespeare. As Mathew Arnold puts it, ‘He is; he is with Shakespeare.’
John Keats who was the son of the livery-stable keeper in London is considered to be the last
born of the Romantics and the first one to die. As William Wordsworth is known as the poet of
nature, John Keats is known as the poet of beauty. He himself has accepted that “I find I cannot
exist without poetry — without eternal poetry — | began with a little, but habit has made me a
Leviathan.... With a great poet, the sense of beauty overcomes every consideration, or rather

obliterates all considerations”.
A Romantic Poet

John Keats, as a Romantic poet, is many sided, for there is a rarest of the rare blend of
many aspects of romantic poetry. One can find that his poems are a highly wrought and high-
spirited in nature with the aim to recreate poetic medieval past and an expression of an emotional
and spiritual anxiety of nature as well. Yet, he was not in any way pressed or influenced by the
political and social questions of the day like the other romantics got themselves involved in the
same. But John Keats, the notary of the Romantic imagination, feels enraptured the moment he
listens to the song bird and feels that beauty and love, as an embodiment of art, are imperishable
having perpetual spring time freshness. One can also feel that the poet has been earnestly longing

for such state of life though he knows its impossibility in reality.
Ode to a Nightingale

In the poem Ode to a Nightingale, the song of the nightingale makes the poet feel
disoriented from listening to it. He experiences as having drunk something really very strong as
he begins to forget the things around and this painful world as well. The immediate reaction that
he experiences is his bittersweet happiness at the thought of the song of the nightingale which,
according to him, is spirit of joy incarnate. To join in the world of this immortal nightingale, the
poet wishes to have had special wine distilled directly from the earth. But finally Keats, wearing
the poetic mantle, soars on the wings of imagination, the viewless wings of poesy and identifies

himself being present already there. He says:

Away! away! for | will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
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But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Already with thee! (lines 31-35)

Being in the nocturnal world of the nightingale which is deep and “verdurous gloom”;
where any moonlight can scarcely reach to, smells, in the embalmed darkness, the presence of
fragrant flowers and plants at his feet though he could not see them. As Keats’s personal and
domestic life was none too happy and as it was well known that he was often half in love with
death, thinks, it wouldn’t be so bad to die at midnight in the forest with no one around except the

nightingale singing. The poet feels:

Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad

In such an ecstasy! (lines 55-58)

Contrast between Nightingale and Human Beings

But the poet draws a contrast between the world of nightingale and human beings, stating
that the bird must be immortal since it has been, by its notes, enchanting people through
generations together from clown and emperors to Biblical characters and common people in
fantasy stories. The beautiful vision, which the poet has been experiencing, is interrupted as the

nightingale flies away and leaves the poet “forlorn”. The poet himself puts:

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell

To toll me back from thee to my sole self!
Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well

As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf. (lines 71-74)

Keats feels deserted and disappointed that his imagination which is famed to be a
deceiving elf could not detain him for long in its world but is brought back to the world of

reality.
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It is to be noted that the human beings generally desire for certain unalterable states of
life. They are ‘happiness without sorrow’, ‘life without death’, ‘health without sickness’.
According to Keats, the poet, that these states of life are possible only in the world of
imagination that too as long as one’s sense of imagination helps and Keats, at human level, is
painfully aware of and suffers from the weariness, the fever and fret. He seems to accept the
world of reality and comes back to it at last, though felt temporarily escaped to the world of

unshattered permanent joy.

Robert Frost

Courtesy: www.biography.com

Robert Frost besides being known as the American romanticist is perhaps the best loved
of all American Poets. It is so, because his poetic themes are nothing but familiar and ordinary
things. Still the simplicity in his poems is found only on the surface, for they convey the ideas
and thoughts that are deep and implied. According to him, “a poem begins in delight and ends in

wisdom.”

Birches
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In the poem Birches originally called as Swinging Birches Robert Frost, is seen more as
romanticist and not an escapist. The kaleidoscopic portrayal of fifty feet tall birches trees with a
thin sheet of ice and snow covering the slender and soft trunks before and during the day break is
to substantiate the point that he is, besides being an American romantic, also drives us home with

a valid message that “Earth’s the right place for love”.

Tree and Country Girl
The narrator in the poem, who is walking through the woods, looks at the top of the tree

line. On seeing some of the trees, “across the lines of straighter darker ones”, swaying from left
to right and from earth up to Heaven, he starts to imagine of several things about the trees. He
thinks about how heavy ice and snow formed as a sheet, covering the trunk during cold winter
night; bend the thin trees to the ground. And also he compares its regaining to its original
position due to the warm sun light with a country girl who bends her head on her hands and
knees to dry her hair. This gets him imagining a boy climbing meticulously to the top of trees
and bending them down until he can let it go and land safely to the ground. He recollects doing
this when he was a kid in the past and bygone years. He writes:

I'd like to go by climbing a birch tree