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ABSTRACT

The aims of this thesis are two-fold. This thesis seeks to critically interrogate the
complex web of meaning-making practices and processes which circulate around the
form of popular fiction by, about and largely for women known as chick lit. In order to
address this objective, this thesis develops theoretical and analytical frameworks that are
sufficiently nuanced to conceptualise and analyse the construction and negotiation of
the meanings of a cultural object as dynamic, emergent, and firmly embedded in social
life. Scholarly analyses of chick lit have largely been undertaken from the viewpoint of
literary and cultural studies, which has resulted in a predominantly textually determined
view of the genre’s meanings that isolates the novels from the contexts of their
production and consumption. This thesis, however, treats chick lit as a cultural
phenomenon, attempting to connect a group of widely read texts with the conditions of
their production, examining the way chick lit’s meanings are constructed and negotiated
by both the ‘professional’ reader in the academy and the media and the ‘non-
professional’ reader in the ‘everyday world’, and interrogating the societal norms,
beliefs and values that impact upon these appraisals. In order to conceptualise meaning-
making in the complex and multifaceted way required by these aims, this thesis adopts
dialogism as an interactional and contextual theory for human sense-making, and that,
by placing the work of V.N. Volo$inov at its centre, is linguistically oriented. However,
the dialogic theoretical framework proposed in this thesis is a modified one, in that it
addresses the weaknesses that arise from Volosinov’s failure to adequately theorise the
interrelationships between social, situated, interaction and social structure. This attempt
to more adequately integrate the social into dialogism extends to the form of dialogic
discourse analysis also developed in this thesis, a framework that seeks to address the
limitations of current models by providing a nuanced set of tools and concepts to deal
specifically with the analysis of the multiply located, multifaceted meanings that accrue
to a cultural object.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.0 Aims and objectives

The aims of this thesis are two-fold. In order to critically interrogate the
complex web of meaning-making practices and processes which circulate around the
form of popular fiction known as chick lit, this thesis seeks to develop, linguistically
oriented, dialogic theoretical and methodological frameworks that are sufficiently
nuanced to conceptualise and analyse the construction and negotiation of the meanings
of a cultural object as dynamic, emergent, and firmly embedded in social life. Although
a burgeoning body of scholarship has sought to analyse chick lit (e.g. Ferris and Young,
2006; Harzewski, 2009), these analyses have largely been undertaken from the
viewpoint of literary and cultural studies, which has resulted in a predominantly
textually determined view of the genre’s meanings. This thesis, however, treats chick lit
as a cultural phenomenon (Lang, 2010), and attempts to connect a group of widely read
texts with their economic context, the conditions of their production, the way both the
‘professional’ reader in the academy and in the media and the ‘non-professional’ reader
in the ‘everyday world’ interpret and evaluate them, and the regimes of cultural value'
(Frow, 1995; 2007) that inform these interpretations and evaluations. The theoretical
and analytical frameworks developed in this thesis are thus designed to interrogate ways
in which chick lit’s meanings are constructed and negotiated, how its value is invoked
and evaluated by both individuals and groups in both public and private domains, and

the ways in which societal norms, beliefs and values impact upon these constructions

'1 discuss the notion of regimes of value in detail in chapter four, section 4.8 of this
thesis, but briefly, Bennett, Emmison and Frow (1999: 260) note that the term
designates “those normative organisations of the proper which specify what counts as a
good object of desire or pleasure; a proper mode of access or entry to it; and an

appropriate range of valuations”.
13



and appraisals.

Following the publication and commercial success of Fielding’s (1996) novel
Bridget Jones’s Diary, by the end of the 1990s the category and term chick lit had
become established to describe a particular type of novel, written by women, (largely)
for women, depicting the life, loves, trials and tribulations of predominantly young,
single, urban, female protagonists (Knowles, 2004). By the end of the twentieth century,
this genre was also identifiable by its distinctive cover design with bold, pink or pastel-
coloured covers with cursive fonts (Gill and Herdieckerhoff, 2006). Chick lit has also
become notable for its commercial success; in 2002, for instance, chick lit sales grossed
71 million dollars, and by 2005, the Wall Street Journal quoted figures predicting that
sales of chick lit in America that year would total around $137 million (Ferriss and

Young, 2006; Trachtenberg 2005: 4).2

Despite their evident commercial viability, these novels have provoked intense
and oppositional responses. For fans of chick lit, the novels reflect the experiences of
contemporary young women (Ferriss and Young, 2006: 1), however chick lit’s
detractors have declared them formulaic, vapid, and, moreover, anti-feminist, firmly
(re)locating women within the private sphere of hearth and heart. For example, Lola
Young (cited in Reynolds, 1999), chair of the 1999 Orange prize for fiction, attacked

chick lit for what she claims is its limited and domestic horizon and Beryl Bainbridge

2 Sales figures for individual chick lit authors equally attest to the popularity of chick lit;
for example, in 2005 Marian Keyes was placed in the top five of UK The Bookseller’s
Top 100, with her novel The Other Side of the Story (2004) having sold 488,508 copies
during 2005, and in The Bookseller’s Top 100 for 2007, Marian Keyes reached third
place, with her novel Anybody Out There? (2006) having sold 585,026 copies (Stone,
2008). Such is the success of chick lit that two ‘how to write chick lit’ books are
currently in print: Yardley’s (2006) Will Write for Shoes: How To Write A Chick Lit
Novel and Mlynowski and Jacobs’s (2006) See Jane Write: a girl’s guide to writing

Chick Lit.
14



(cited in Reynolds, 1999) declared chick lit “froth” in an interview for BBC Radio 4;
debate subsequently raged across the pages of U.K. newspapers, with chick lit author

Jenny Colgan railing against what she terms “hairy legged critics” (Colgan cited in

Gibbons, 2003).3

In the emerging field of chick lit scholarship, however, critics have sought to
move beyond such binary oppositions to undertake more nuanced analyses of these
novels, exploring their often complex representations of gender (e.g. Gill, 2007;
Whelehan, 2005). Yet, in these largely cultural and literary studies, the location of the
meanings of chick lit novels is narrowly conceptualised and largely fixed within the
pages of the books. Within the scholarly analyses of chick lit to date, little attention has
been paid to the production of chick lit and therefore studies have neglected to address
the role of production processes in constructing the meanings and identities associated
with a cultural product. Moreover, to date no face-to-face empirical studies have been
undertaken with readers.* Therefore, in the scholarly work on chick lit the activities,
interpretations and evaluations largely afforded primacy are those of the ‘professional’
reader. This thesis aims to address the gaps in existing scholarship by interrogating
production processes and practices and their role in the construction of chick lit’s

meanings, and seeks in particular to address the lack of empirical evidence for how

* Colgan’s criticisms are predicated upon her view that the chick lit critic is either
feminist or elitist, or both, with this combination of a feminist critic bearing the brunt of
her anger. This positioning of the chick lit critic as feminist and/or elitist is particularly
significant, since, as I will go on to show, it is a judgement that resonates not only in
published studies with chick lit reader comments posted on the internet (Steiner, 2008),
but that also emerges in the evaluations of one of the chick lit readers interviewed for
this thesis in chapter six.

4 As I discuss in chapter two, the few studies undertaken within chick lit scholarship
that have sought to examine how chick lit readers respond to and interpret these novels
are largely web-based analyses of reader reviews posted on commercial web sites

(Scanlon, 2005, 2006; Steiner, 2008).
15



‘non-professional’ readers construct their evaluations of this popular cultural form. In
order to attend to these aims, a crucial objective of the thesis is to construct a theoretical

and analytical framework that allows for meaning-making to be conceptualised in a

complex way.

In this chapter, I introduce key aspects of the major theoretical building blocks
that underpin the approach put forward in this thesis. I begin in section 1.1.1 with the
foundational theoretical perspective for this thesis: dialogism. This section provides a
brief outline of the way in which, as an epistemological framework for human sense-
making, dialogism has been defined and sets out its axiomatic principles concerning
language, communication and cognition, placing Vologinov’s ([1929]1986) theorisation
of language and communication at the centre of the approach to dialogism adopted. It is
argued that adopting a dialogic perspective has key consequences and importance for
the conceptualisation of the notion of culture adopted in the thesis by refuting the

grounds for a ‘high’ culture/’low’, popular, culture binary.

There is a further binary opposition that is challenged in this thesis. The
distinction between the activities of the ‘professional’ and the ‘non-professional’ reader
has been the subject of examination, particularly within the branch of cognitive
stylistics/poetics (e.g. Stockwell, 2002, 2009), and within Empirical Studies of
Literature (ESL) (e.g. Miall, 2006), as a result of the shift from the focus on texts as
objects of study to a concern with the interpretive role of the reader.” As Stockwell

(2002: 8) puts it, this move entails thinking about the cultural and experiential

5 I discuss reception theory and reader-response criticism in chapter two of this thesis,
but briefly the concern with the interpretive role of the reader emerged as a result of
dissatisfaction with formalist accounts of texts which, in their focus on the author and
the content and form of the text, view the reader as passively acted upon.

16



constraints around “real readers reading literature in the real world”.® Whereas this
thesis shares the concern of the two fields for the ways in which ‘professional’ and
‘non-professional’ readers discuss literature, the focus on readers is not constrained here
to the identification and theorisation of the differences in reading strategies employed
by these two groups, and neither does it share the conceptualisation of the constitution

of the two groups.

As Whitely (201 1a) points out, the distinction between professional and non-
professional readers appears marked in empirical studies, and the focus tends to be upon
the distinction between academic and student readers. In this focus on academic readers
as ‘professional’ readers and the university student as a ‘non-professional reader’, the
assumption is that non-professional and student readers employ the same reading
strategies, thus positioning the student reader as a representative of the non-professional
reader. This thesis not only refuses the conflation of the student reader in the academy
with the non-professional reader outside of the academy, but also resists clear-cut and
simplified distinctions between the activities and reading practices of the professional
and the non-professional reader predicated upon ‘expertise’. Instead, the view taken in
this thesis is that non-professional readers are indeed ‘competent’, ‘pragmatic’ readers
(Appleyard, 1991) whose engagement with a text is potentially multifaceted, adopting

shifting and varied interpretational strategies.’

By giving voice to the ‘non-professional’ reader of popular fiction, and by

6 Yet as Benwell (2009) points out, cognitive poetics remains a text-immanent
approach, since the theorisation and examination of mental modes of comprehen.sion
and processing in relation to language items is employed within this framework in order
to identify potential reading effects, and thus as Swann and Allington (2009) also note,
the analyst is describing an ideal reader’s interactions with the text under analysis.
71 discuss the notion of the pragmatic reader in detail in chapter two of this thesis.
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putting women, constructions of femininity and the gendering of practices firmly on the
theoretical and analytical agenda, this thesis is explicitly positioned as feminist in
orientation, for as Hermes (2005: 146) points out, a focus on how women and men
actively create their own meanings of a cultural form is firmly associated with a
feminist approach to popular culture. However, the relationship between feminist
theorising and popular culture has been fraught with difficulties (Hollows, 2000).
Section 1.2 thus introduces a further key theoretical building block in the approach
developed in this thesis: third wave feminist linguistics. This section begins by
discussing in subsection 1.2.1 the problematic assumptions and attitudes that have
underpinned feminist engagements with popular culture in what can be termed second
wave feminism.® This overview is then followed in section 1.2.2 by a critical
exploration of how third wave feminism’s engagement with popular culture has been
conceptualised, delineating third wave feminism in opposition to postfeminism’, as

often the two terms are conflated.

® The term second wave feminism is predicated upon the ‘waves’ paradigm as a
categorisation model which is employed to frame the developments in feminist
approaches. As Hollows (2000: 2) argues, the term second wave refers to “the ideas and
practices associated with the women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s”. This wave
of feminist theorising is characterised by the construction of women as a monolithic
category, which offered little scope for thinking about the differences between women.
In particular, in this wave, femininity was often viewed as problematic, with, as
Hollows points out, “feminist critiques of femininity ... often dependent on creating an
opposition between ‘bad’ feminine identities and ‘good’ feminist identities” (2000: 14).
Furthermore, Hollows points out that “it became common for feminists to claim that a
whole range of popular forms and practices — from romance reading to dressing up —
locked women into feminine identities which made them blind to, and collude in, their
own oppression” (2000: 20).
® Postfeminism is a term that has been applied in multiple and various ways. For
example the term has been applied to refer to a development in feminist theorising
coming after the height of second wave feminism that is highly critical of second wave
feminism (e.g. Denfeld,1995) or that locates itself as building upon second wave
foundations (Dicker and Piepmeier, 2003). Following Gill (2007) and Taska and Negra
(2007), in this thesis, postfeminism is conceptualised as a discursive structure,
particularly identifiable across Western media forms. I return to the concept of
discourse in chapter three of this thesis but briefly, the term discursive system refers to a
18



Conceptualising and interrogating postfeminism is important for this thesis for
two main reasons: firstly, as I discuss in chapter two, whilst scholars have engaged with
the relationship between chick lit and postfeminism, largely scholarly work on chick lit
has evoked an uneven conceptualisation of postfeminism, and secondly, as I argue in
chapter five of this thesis, the production of chick lit is bound up with postfeminist
discourse and the image of women it constructs. Section 1.2.3 then sets out the key
issues that characterise third wave feminist linguistics. I do not, however, adopt a third
wave feminist approach wholesale and uncritically, and in section 1.2.4 I briefly set out
the main issue with third wave feminist linguistics that this thesis addresses; namely, the
focus on local practices that makes it difficult to account for the impact of societal
values on the individual. This introductory chapter concludes with an outline of the
structure of the thesis as a whole in section 1.3. The section below, however, begins to
map out the key concepts in the dialogic theoretical and analytical framework developed

in this thesis.

1.1 Theoretical and analytical approach: dialogism

Linell (2005: 6, emphasis removed) describes dialogism as a combination “of
theoretical and epistemological assumptions about human action, communication and
cognition”. It is important to bear in mind that, as Linell is careful to point out, although
some scholars do indeed align the foundations of dialogism with the work of the
Bakhtin Circle of which Vologinov was a member, others would not; dialogism, Linell

notes, “is not one coherent school, or theory, not even something that ‘dialogists’ of

combination of a conceptual system and a set of practices that structures knowledge

(Clark, 2007).
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different persuasions would necessarily agree upon” (2005: 4).'° However, although
there is no single coherent ‘school’ of dialogism Linell goes on to note that there does
exist a body of ideas concerning language, communication and cognition that are
loosely related.'' In his most recent work which attempts to weave together this
grouping of related ideas, Linell (2009: 432, emphasis in original) describes dialogism
as concerned with:
the importance of the other in the human mind, and about interaction, context-
independence and semiotic mediation in sense-making. With a blunt
formulation, a ‘dialogical ‘theory’ is therefore about interactive sense-making in
context, and the emphasis on other-orientation provides the implied association
to dialogue.
This association of dialogism with dialogue is, however, problematic as it is
predicated on a limited relationship between the two terms; as Linell (2005: 5) points
out:
‘dialogue’ is used to refer to a verbal interaction, often but not necessarily face-
to-face, between two (or more) interlocutors. Many [...] linguists, would use the
term in this ‘extensional’ sense. For them, ‘dialogue theory’ is a theory which
deals with such interactions, possibly including also written texts (and other
media) in which two or more voices can be clearly discerned.
Like Linell, I differentiate my understanding of dialogism as more comprehensive than
this narrow focus, adopting Linell’s (2009: 28-9) succinct definition that “dialogism
deals with processes in human meaning-making in and through language, in thinking,

communication and action, and with the products of such processes”. However,

although I follow Linell’s general conceptualisation of dialogism, I situate the major

10 The term the Bakhtin Circle refers to a group of twentieth century Russian scholars
who met to discuss issues of philosophy and aesthetics. I return to a definition of this
term in chapter three of this thesis. ‘

"' According to Linell (2009), this loose combination of theories includes the work of
Hegel, Mead, Vygotsky, Wittgenstein, and Goffman. However, the dialogical
perspective developed in this thesis does not draw on this combination of scholgrs fqr
its theoretical underpinning. One of the shortcomings of Linell’s paradigm of dxalogl.sm,
I would suggest, is the lack of extended discussion of these theorists” work and how it

fits with and enriches a dialogic perspective.
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theoretical underpinnings of dialogism in the work of Vologinov.'?

Adopting a dialogical perspective has epistemological and ontological
implications for the theoretical framework which underpins this thesis along with key
consequences for the account of ‘culture’ that is employed and the type of analysis
undertaken. * As Linell (2009: 13-4) argues, as an epistemological framework
dialogism makes a number of major assumptions, or encompasses key dialogic
principles. What Linell (2009: 13) terms as the “definitional” principle in dialogism is
other-orientation, or in other words, the assumption that human nature and the social
life of all humans is constituted through interactions with others. The principle of other-
orientation means that dialogism, as Linell puts it “denies the autonomous subject who
thinks, speaks and acts in and by himself [sic]”; rather, he argues, from a dialogic
perspective, “[o]ur actions, thoughts and utterances are imbued with interdependencies
with what others have done, are doing, and can be expected to do in the future” (ibid.).
The second and third key dialogic principles relate to what Linell terms inter-activity
and contextuality, which he summarises as concepts predicated on the assumption that,
“action, communication and cognition are thoroughly relational (or inter-relational) and

interactional in nature, and they must always be understood in their relevant contexts”

21 am concerned to make clear the authorship of what I consider to be the foundational
text of dialogism concerned with language clearly since, as I point out in chapter three
of this thesis, since the latter part of the twentieth century there has been an attribution
of the authorship of works by Vologinov and Medvedev to Bakhtin, but more recent
scholarship has shown this to be erroneous. Nevertheless, following Linell, I too take a
much more eclectic approach to dialogism that goes beyond Volosinov’s theorising with
the application of present-day work in linguistics on talk-in-interaction, along with
social theory.

13 Baxter (2010) argues that employing the term perspective when referring to a theory
implies that what is being referred to in fact lacks theory status, however when I adopt
the term ‘dialogic perspective’ in this thesis it is to refer to dialogism precisely as a
theory: as an ontological and epistemological framework through which human

meaning-making is viewed.
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(2009: 14). The fourth major dialogic principle is that of semiotic mediation, or in other
words, the assumption that all communicative and cognitive activities are mediated by

language or some other semiotic system.

The rationale for choosing dialogism is concerned not least with its
conceptualisation of meaning potentials. As Linell (2009: 346-7) points out, from a
dialogic perspective human beings engage with artefacts, including written texts, in
various and complex ways. Artefacts are inscribed with meaning potentials which are
relational phenomena, deployed and understood by human agents who thus assign the
artefact meaning in different ways in different contexts. For this thesis, the first major
implication for the adoption of a dialogic perspective is that the crucial role of language
in society is foregrounded in the key principle of semiotic mediation. As Wold (1992: 1-
2) puts it, in a dialogically based approach: “[lJinguistic meaning is conceived as open
and dynamic, and constituted in the dialogic process of communication. It is not to be

seen as formal and static representations”.

The second consequence for this tilesis of adopting a dialogic perspective is that
a specifically dialogical conceptualisation of culture is adopted. Bostad ef al (2004: 1)
point out that, although now an uncomfortable concept, contemporary academic study is
still struggling with essentialism in theories of culture; essentialist theories of culture,
they argue, hold that, “some objects have ‘essence’, that is, they have certain properties |
without which they could not exist — in our context the necessary and sufficient
conditions for calling this or that ‘Culture’. Essentialist definitions are thus both
‘exclusive’ and excluding”. Indeed, as I discuss in section 1.2.1 of this chapter,
essentialist definitions of what literature counts as ‘Culture’ that are decided by a binary

opposition between ‘Art-ful’, and ‘Art-less’ have historically impacted negatively upon

.




the ways in which certain forms of fiction have been evaluated, particularly fiction
written by women. Such distinctions, moreover, appear to have found a degree of
resurgence with the arrival of chick lit. However, in a dialogical conceptualisation of

culture, whether in language or in literature there is no ‘essence’ in meaning.

VoloSinov’s dialogic theory sees meaning as dynamic, emergent, and firmly
embedded in social life; in other words, meaning emerges in situated, specific social
interaction and thus meaning is tied to human beings in ‘their material, social and
organisational contexts (Bostad et al, 2004). Volo$inov’s dialogic theory regards any
communicative act in the following way:

e that communicative acts are always addressed to somebody, whether a
real or imaginary person or group, or one’s own self;

o that this addressivity means that communicative acts always involve
interaction and interdependency with other acts, responding to what has
gone before and anticipating future responses;

e and that communicative acts are simultaneously interdependent with
aspects of context such as social setting and cultural traditions, or in

short sociocultural practices (Volo§inov [1929] 1986).

What this means for a dialogical theory of culture is that there is no ‘essential’ meaning
in and of itself; rather, the meaning of a cultural object is deeply influenced by its
specific ways of being situated both materially and symbolically by actual human

beings who are themselves situated. Culture therefore becomes both process and

product.

The very positioning of Vologinov’s work at the centre of the theoretical
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framework put forward in this thesis suggests that this twentieth century Russian
scholar’s insights remain relevant for twenty-first century research. Yet, as Brandist
(2002: 176) also warns, there are “tensions and inadequacies” in the work of the
Bakhtin Circle and he proposes that “[w]hat is of value needs to be consolidated and
elaborated, while the weaker areas need to be rethought and reworked”. A recurrent
line of criticism in Brandist’s (2002, 2004a, 2004b) recent work on the contemporary
relevance of the Bakhtin Circle is that in both the work of the Circle and in more recent
social theory which draws upon dialogic theory, the focus has often been upon the
interaction of subjects, but such a focus, Brandist (2002: 174) argues, has a tendency to
isolate social interaction from socio-economic structures. According to Brandist, there
are a number of core elements of what he terms a Bakhtinian research programme that
require considerable work, and these core elements include:
the relationality of all discourse; the intimate connection between forms of
intersubjectivity and the forms of that relationality; the permeation of every
utterance by power relations ... the extension of generic forms to all discourse;
the ideological significance of artistic forms [and] the struggle of world-views in
language (2002: 190-1).
Work on these central aspects, Brandist argues, holds the potential for the development
of a productive form of analysis that allows for “the forms of culture to be more closely
related to the specific historical conditions within which they arose” (2002: 191). It is in
this spirit of productive revision that I modify Vologinov’s theorisation of language and
communication. The critical modification of Volo§inov’s work undertaken responds to a
number of the core elements Brandist argues need revising, particularly the concepts of
relationality, world-view and power relations, ahd the ideological significance of an
artistic form. Central to developing a dialogical approach to a cultural phenomenon that
attends to such revisions is a conceptualisation of meaning-making as constituted by

people and practices across various sites of cultural production, co-constructed in

interaction, yet constrained by values, beliefs and pressures in wider society.
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In conceptualising meaning-making in a multi-faceted way, the thesis thus
examines multiple foci, across both the spheres of production and consumption: from
the practices of the contemporary publishing industry and media debates about the value
of chick lit to the interpretations and evaluations of chick lit constructed by actual
readers in one-to-one interviews and within a reading group'* meeting. As Benwell
(209: 301) argues, when people talk or Write about books and about reading books, they
are constructing and co-constructing a social order of reading and a social order of texts;
crucial to the aims of this thesis is therefore to examine how the value of chick lit is
invoked in evaluations of the genre made by the ‘professional’ and ‘non-professional’
reader, bringing these two perspectives into dialogue in an examination of the social
production of literary value and its interplay with gender. This concern with gender
addresses the lack of attention to gender in VoloSinov’s theory, and is underpinned by a
further key theoretical building block in the framework developed in this thesis: third

wave feminist linguistics.
1.2 Theorising Language and Gender: Third Wave Feminist Linguistics

The feminist theorising drawn on in this thesis is situated within what has been
termed third wave feminist linguistics. As Mills (2004: 2) argues, third wave feminist
linguistics is a form of analysis that is critical of second wave feminism, emerging from
dissatisfaction with the work undertaken, and it is the relationship between second and
third wave feminism that is of particular interest to this thesis. The term second wave
feminism refers to the ideas and practices developed and undertaken by feminists in the

1960s and 1970s (Hollows, 2000; Mills and Mullany, 2011), and as Hollows (2000: 3)

" Throughout this thesis I use the terms reading group and book group interchangeably.
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points out, it is out of the thinking and activities of second wave feminism that
contemporary debates have been produced, particularly in relation to second wave
engagements with popular culture and the romance novel. Before delineating the key
aspects that characterise the third wave feminist linguistic approach adopted in this
thesis, then, I first consider the ways in which work on popular culture in second wave,

feminism, particularly the romance novel, might prove dissatisfactory.'”

1.2.1 Literary value, gender and second wave feminist perspectives on romance
and its readers

Hollows (2000: 70) points out that in the contemporary climate, it has become a
common-sense understanding that genre writing, such as romance fiction, “is a
‘formulaic’, ‘trivial’ and ‘escapist’ form”. Many of these assumptions, she contends,
“have their roots in the mass culture criticism which emerged in the nineteenth century”
(ibid.). In the early nineteenth century, the term culture was used as a term to describe
the specific way of life of various peoples, groups, nations or periods. However, by the
latter half of the century following Arnold’s (1932) Culture and Anarchy, the term
culture acquired a more restrictive sense in English, connoting a state of intellectual
refinement associated with the arts and philosophy. Implicitly, Arnold distinguishes
between ‘high’ culture as “the best that is known and thought in the world” and the
‘low’ culture of the masses.'® By the 1940s, Adorno and Horkeimer ([1944] 1979) had

coined the phrase the “culture industry’ to refer to the processes of production of ‘mass

15 Here I am drawing upon feminist theorising across the disciplines of cultural and
literary studies; as Mills and Mullany (2011: 11) argue, “[f]leminist linguistics can
benefit a great deal by taking an interdisciplinary approach and utilising work that has
been published in other areas, including communication studies, media studies and
cultural studies”. o
' This binary opposition was sustained in the 1930s, evidenced in the literary criticism
of F.R. Leavis and Q.D. Leavis, who both condemn ‘mass’, commercial culture
consumed by the ‘uneducated masses’, and, in particular, popular fiction is criticized for
offering a form of addiction (Hollows, 2000).
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culture’, which, run for profit, they view as generating standardised and formulaic
products. Unlike ‘high’ culture which stimulates the reader/viewer to autonomous and
critical thought, according to Adorno and Horkeimer, ‘mass’ culture requires only a
passive consumer. Furthermore, as Huyssen (cited in Hollows, 2000: 71) points out, in
mass culture criticism, there is a “persistent gendering of mass culture as feminine”. In
short, in critiques of mass culture, ‘feminine’ attributes such as emotion are used to

signify its inferiority.

Many of the assumptions of mass culture criticism, Hollows argues, pervade
second wave feminist approaches to romance and their readers (2000: 70). Greer (1970),
for example, describes romance fiction as escapism or “dope for dupes” (Jackson, 1995:
50), functioning as a means to brainwash women into subservience. According to
Hollows, there are a number of problems with the critiques of romance fiction that came
out of second wave feminism (2000: 73). Firstly, romance is treated as a monolithic,
unchanging ideology that failé to account for any narrative changes within or between
historical periods. Secondly, it is assumed that readers uncritically accept this
unchanging ideology. Thirdly, analyses appear to be underpinned by the problematic
notion that the ways in which readers respond to romantic fiction can be ascertained
from the text alone. Finally, Hollows argues that “[i]n demonstrating their distance from
trivial romantic fantasies, they accepted a “critical double standard’ ... based on
masculine contempt for the feminine” (2000: 74). With developments in cultural

studies, feminists began to take the form and appeal of romance seriously.

In her ethnographically based research on a group of romance readers she calls
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the Smithton women, Radway (1987) analyses what and the practice of reading
romantic fiction means to them.'” However, Hollows points out that even in this most
sympathetic account of romance readers and reading, Radway draws an ‘us and ‘them’
distinction between the enlightened feminist and the romance reader who needs to see
the error of their ways, by disparaging the pleasure the Smithton women gain from their
reading. This strained relationship between feminism and popular culture has been an
important issue for the development of third wave feminism. In the next section I
discuss the centrality of popular culture for feminism’s third wave, but I begin by
discussing the tensions surrounding what exactly third wave feminism is taken to be

who is included in it.

1.2.2 Third wave feminism, popular culture and postfeminism

The term third wave feminism is a highly contentious term within feminist
scholarship. Considerable debate has arisen over what the third wave is, and who is
included in it. Particularly in a North American context, the term has accrued a
specifically generational meaning (Heywood and Drake, 2004; Hollows and Moseley,
2006). Wolf (1991: 276), for example, posits the phrase “Feminist Third Wave”, to
mean women who were in their twenties during the early 1990s, whilst in their Third
Wave Agenda, Heywood and Drake (1997: 4) address their anthology to a generation
whose “birth dates fall between 1963 and 1974”. The problems which have arisen from
attempts to describe third wave feminism are also manifest in the uneven way in which
the term third wave is applied. In particular, the work of Wolf (1991, 1993), Roiphe

(1993) and Denfeld (1995) has been identified as representative of third wave feminism,

'7 Radway also employed a textual analysis along with an examination of the practices

of the publishing industry in her study.
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and has attracted considerable media attention (Henry, 2004; Heywood, 2006).
Although to varying degrees, Wolf, Roiphe and Denfeld are all overtly critical of
second wave feminism. For these authors, second wave feminism has not only become
cloistered in the academy, but is also a feminism which is outdated, monolithic and
puritanical: a ‘victim feminism”> which dwells on the victimization of women and
therefore holds little relevance for contemporary women, for whom, it is assumed,
equality is secured. However, the identification of this work as representative of the
third wave has also been hotly contested. The tensions which surround the concept of
third wave feminism are further apparent in what have been identified as key
manifestations of third wave feminism which take cultural production and the

‘everyday’ as key sites for identity construction.'®

Munford (2007) points out that third wave feminists have attempted to re-
focalise the concentration on the detrimental effects of popular culture in the second
wave by re-examining popular constructions of femininity; as Baumgardner and
Richards (2000: 136) put it, this includes a celebration of “the tabooed symbols of
women’s feminine enculturation — Barbie dolls, makeup, fashion magazines, high
heels” as a confident reclamation of forms of femininity and popular culture identified

as oppressive by feminism’s second wave.!” However, as Munford (2007: 268) points

18 As Hollows and Moseley (2006:13) point out, some forms of third wave feminism
have been formed through popular culture. Baumgardner and Richards, for example,
argue that third wave feminist activism is exemplified by the emergence in the 1990s of
the punk rock movement Riot Grrrls, and zines, or self-produced print and/or electronic
magazines, such as Bust and Bitch (2000: 79). Riot Grrrls, they argue, “pioneered a
feminist voice that was both political and distinctly new. These protoradicals, teenagers
and women in their early twenties, reclaimed and defanged epithets that kept young
women in line, such as “slut” and “fuck no fat chicks” by scrawling these words on
their bodies” (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000: 78)
' Munford (2007) terms this construction of femininity that is centrally placed in third
wave feminism the ‘girlie’ girl, which Gibson (2004: 139) describes as “happy and
confident in her sexuality, with no need for the tiresome ministrations of older,
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out, the engagement of third wave feminism with popular culture has been dismissed by
some feminists as privileging a concern with style over a concern with politics. What is
at issue here, I would argue, is the possibility for this definition of third wave feminism
to become entangled and conflated with the notion of postfeminism promulgated by the

media, and indeed this conflation is often made (Gillis and Munford, 2004).

Tasker and Negra (2007: 2-3) argue that postfeminism has emerged as a

20 .. .
”" which has become pervasive through “structures of

“dominating discursive system
forceful articulation and éynergistic reiteration across media forms”, and as Gill (2007a:
255) argues, is constituted by an identifiable systemacity of particular themes, tropes
and constructions of gender. These themes, tropes and constructions include: the shift
from objectification to subjectification; the emphasis upon self-surveillance and
discipline; a focus upon individualism, choice and empowerment; the entanglement of
feminist and anti-feminist ideas; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; a belief in

natural sexual difference; a marked sexualisation of culture; and an emphasis upon

consumerism.>!

The resurgence of ideas that sexual difference is entirely biologically rooted is a

meddling feminists”. Interestingly for this thesis, Gibson associates the figure of the girl
with chick lit.
201 return to the concept of discourse in chapter three of this thesis but briefly, the term
discursive system refers to a combination of a conceptual system and a set of practices
that structures knowledge (Clark, 2007).
2l A further key aspect of postfeminist discourse Gill identifies is irony and
knowingness. Gill argues that irony has, in contemporary postfeminist media culture,.
become a way of expressing sexist or homophobic statements in an ironized form which
in turn allows for the claim that sexism or homophobia was not what was actually
meant. Lad’s magazines are a site where irony is particularly used; Benwell (2904; 2007)
explains that irony operates in the following ways: “[a] good deal of the irony in men’s
magazines exists only in the form of a disclaimer, a metastatement to the effect that the
views espoused within the magazine should not be taken at face value,” (2004: 16).
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crucial component of postfeminist discourse and has, Gill argues, become a feature of
all contemporary postfeminist media, fed by the emergence of self-help literature.
According to Gill the sudden increase in self-help literature sought to address the
problem of the ‘battle of the sexes’ by asserting that men and women are fundamentally
different, and the development of an entire industry was lead by the publication of
Gray’s (1992) Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus, wherein it is stated that the
:ways’ of men and women are alien to one another and need to be ‘translated’ for one
another. Cameron (2007:2) notes that popular science books su;:h as Baron-Cohen’s
(2004) The Essential Difference and Moir and Moir’s (1999) Why Men Don’t Iron also
promulgate what she terms the ‘myth of mars and venus’*? by positing nature as the
reason for the chasm between men and women. In this expression of biological
essentialism, it is posited that male and female brains are ‘hardwired’ differently,

resulting in a male brain better adapted to solving mathematical problems and

undertaking spatial-visual tasks whereas a female brain is better suited to verbal tasks.?

The entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist ideas is also an integral feature
of postfeminist discourse. McRobbie (2007: 28) argues that postfeminism should be
seen as a double entanglement wherein feminist ideas are “at some level transformed
into a form of Gramscian common sense, while also fiercely repudiated, indeed almost

hated”. Tasker and Negra (2007: 2) also draw attention to the contradictory

22 Here, Cameron is referring to John Gray’s (1992) self-help book.

23 This reassertion of natural sexual difference is also a key element of the particular
construction of masculinity given voice to in lad’s magazines: the new lad. Benwell
(2007: 539-40) points out that the new lad “marked a return to traditional masculine
values of sexism, exclusive male friendship and homophobia. Its key distinction from
traditional masculinity was an unrelenting gloss of knowingness and irony: a reflexivity
about its own condition which arguably rendered it more immune from criticism. It was
also a construct which drew upon working-class culture for its values and forms, ... was
little invested in the world of work, preferring to drink, party, holiday and watch
football, made barely any reference at all to fatherhood, addressed women only as

sexual objects and was ethnically white”.
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characteristics of postfeminist discourse wherein aspects of feminism are assumed,
assimilated and naturalised, but also where feminism is commodified in the form of the
woman as an ‘empowered consumer’. The articulation or “suture” between feminist and
anti-feminist ideas is, Gill (2007: 2070) argues, also knitted together with neoliberalism,
and this is achieved entirely through the language of individualism which underpins the

notion of choice and the emphasis on self-surveillance in postfeminist discourse.*

The postfeminst subject’s constant need for self-surveillance is exemplified by
the characterisation of the eponymous heroine in what is arguably chick lit’s wur-text; as
Bridget Jones observes with self-deprecating humour:

[s]ince leaving work I have nearly slipped a disk, wheezing through a step

acrobics class, scratched my naked body with a stiff brush; cleaned the flat;

filled the fridge, plucked my eyebrows, skimmed ... the Ultimate Sex Guide, put
the washing in and waxed my own legs ... Ended up kneeling on a towel trying
to pull off a wax strip firmly stuck to the back of my calf ... Wise people will
say Daniel should like me just as I am, but I am a child of Cosmopolitan culture,
have been traumatized by supermodels and too many quizzes ... I can’t take the
pressure. [ am going to ... spend the evening eating donuts in a cardigan with

egg on it (Fielding, 1996: 59).

As Tasker and Negra (2007) observe, postfeminist discourse is compelling, and the
popularity of Bridget Jones’s Diary is indisputable as by 2001 the novel had sold more
than 8 million copies worldwide (Whelehan, 2002: 66). I agree with Tasker and Negra

(2007: 21), however, that media scholars in particular have posed questions about the

meaning of postfeminist culture in terms of texts being either progressive or regressive,

2% There is a striking degree of correspondence between the supposedly autonomous
postfeminist subject and the subject demanded by neoliberalism, since as Gill (2007:
2070) argues, a “choice biography” lies at the heart of both constructions. Rose (1998:
29) argues that with the resurgence of liberalism in the latter part of the twentieth
century in Western Europe and North America a particular kind of psychological
subject is required. The central concept in Rose’s argument is that what he terms the
“psy”, or psychology, psychiatry and their related disciplines and practices, has, since
the latter half of the nineteenth century, played a key role in the construction and
discipline of a “regime of the self” (1998: 2). The all-encompassing trajectory of the
psy, Rose argues, is that: instilled in the subject is the need to evaluate one’s personal
experiences and feelings, to engage in a constant and intense scrutiny of oneself (ibid.).
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a strategy which, they point out, struggles to reflect the complexity and ambivalence of
postfeminist culture. I would argue that the either-or/progressive-regressive
understanding of the meanings of postfeminist culture leads to two problematic routes:
an uncritical celebration of popular texts or the dismissal of their consumers, approaches
that mirror the criticisms of both second and third wave feminist approaches concerned
with cultural production. It is in contemporary feminist /inguistics, I would argue, that a
third wave feminist analytical .position has emerged which has neither accrued negative
generational associations, nor has it been tangled up with discussions of antifeminism,
nor has it been conflated with postfeminism, and it is this definition of third wave
feminism that I adopt in this thesis.?® In the next section, I set out the central aspects of

a third wave feminist linguistics.
1.2.3 Third wave feminist linguistics

As I briefly noted in section 1.2, Mills (2004) points out that third wave feminist

25 That is not to say that the term third wave and the theorisation of third wave feminism
has not been criticised in linguistics, although, to my knowledge, to date only one
linguistics scholar, Baxter, has taken issue with Mills’s (2004) conceptualisation of the
contrast between second and third wave feminism in published form; Baxter‘s (2003 :

5) criticism of Mills is on the following grounds: “It is arguable whether feminist
history can or should be characterised in terms of chronological stages. Indeed, there is
evidence that feminist writing in different times and places has been imbued with both
essentialist and constructionist tendencies”. Baxter advocates for conceptualising the
third wave “not as a stage of historical progression, but as one of several linked but
competing theoretical strands within feminist history” (ibid., emphasis in original). I
would argue, however, that this is exactly what Mills does; third wave feminism is not
posited as a purely linear, chronological development in any of Mills’s (2002; 2003;
2004; 2008; 2011) discussions, but rather Mills (2004: 1) states of second and third
wave feminist linguistics: “I challenge the notion that these forms of analysis are simply
chronological so that Third Wave feminism supersedes and supplants Second Wave
feminism; rather I argue that Third Wave feminism is best seen as a development from
Second Wave feminism which never the less depends on the basic framework of Second
Wave feminism for its theoretical integrity”.
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linguistics has developed due to dissatisfaction with the work that came out of second
wave feminism. The central assumption of second wave feminist linguistics that has
become problematic is its presupposition that there are differences between men and
women. Drawing on this essentialist notion of gender, linguistic work in the second
wave takes this binary opposition as a starting point for research, and women and men
are treated as two distinct but homogenous groups. Third wave feminist linguistics
moves away from the assumption that women are a homogenous group, instead
highlighting the way in which women’s language differs according to context and
according to class, ethnic and regional affiliation, therefore stressing the diversity of
women’s speech (Mills, 2004). This has a marked impact upon the way in which gender
is theorised, allowing for a more nuanced theoretical toolkit for the type of analysis
undertaken in this thesis. From Mills’s examination of third wave feminism, in this
section I set out the characteristics she posits as shared across third wave feminist
linguistics that are most important for this thesis under three subheadings:

performativity; meaning; and the individual and society.

1.2.3.1 Gender and Performativity

The concern to avoid binary oppositions and making global statements about
women’s language has led third wave feminist linguistics to focus on what Mills terms
“a more punctual analysis ... one which can analyse the way that one’s gendered identity
can vary from context to context” (2004: 3), with many such analyses drawing on
Butler’s (1990; 1993; 1997) notion of performativity. Gender, Butler (1993: x) argues,
is a repeated performance: “[tJhe materiality of sex is constructed through a ritualised
repetition of norms”. This performance does not mean that one can perform anything

one wishes, since, as Butler (1993: x, emphasis in original) argues, “a wilful and
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instrumental subject, one who decides on its gender is clearly not its gender from the
start and fails to realise that its existence is already decided by gender”. Gender as a
performative social construct, or the repeated performance of a range of behaviours
associated with a particular sex, is therefore, for Butler, a constant process, as it is with
pre-existing gender norms that individuals negotiate. Indeed, Butler points out that what
she terms a rigid regulatory framework operates:
[P]ersons are regulated by gender ... this sort of regulation operates as a
condition of cultural intelligibility for any person. To veer from the gender norm
is to produce the aberrant example that regulatory powers (medical, psychiatric,
legal to name a few) may quickly exploit to shore up the rationale for their own
continuing regulatory zeal (Butler, 2004: 52).
Within third wave feminist linguistic analyses which draw on performativity, gender
can therefore be defined in the following way:
[glender is not part of one’s essence, what one is, but an achievement, what one
does. Gender is a set of practices through which people construct and claim
identities, not simply a system of categorising people. And gender practices are
not only about establishing identities but also about managing social relations
(Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003: 305).
This move from binary oppositions to a more sophisticated conceptualisation of gender
has led to more nuanced concerns with the ways that individuals reaffirm, negotiate
with and contest what they hypothesise as appropriate behaviour. The issue of meaning-

making in social interaction is the second characteristic of third wave feminist

linguistics important for the concerns of this thesis.

1.2.3.2 Meaning

Second wave feminists, Mills argues, were concerned to analyse what was seen
as the inherent meanings of words, and often there was a tendency to assume that
certain words or ways of speaking were more powerful than others; for example,

interruptions were seen as powerful interactional strategies, whereas hesitations were
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viewed as less powerful (Zimmerman and West, [1975] 1983). However, Mills points
out that in the wake of scholarly work which problematised making clear associations
between function and formal feature (e.g. Toolan, 1996), third wave feminist linguistics
“focuses on the way that words are meant to mean in specific ways and function to
achieve certain purposes in certain contexts” (2004: 4). For third wave feminist
linguistics, meaning is co-constructed as women and men negotiate, contest and affirm
particular practices and interpretations in particular contexts (ibid.). This concept of the
individual negotiating, confirming and attesting practices and interpretations in local
contexts links to the way in which third wave feminist linguistics conceptualises the

relation between the individual and society.

1.2.3.3 The relation between the individual and the social

As Mills points out, the concept of the community of practice has been
important for third wave feminist linguistic analyses which attempt to consider the way
that on a local level individuals decide upon what language and behaviour is appropriate
(2004:7). 1 discuss the concept of the community of practice in depth in chapter threekof
this thesis, and so I employ here Mills’s succinct definition of the characteristics which
define a community of practice: “a group of people who are brought together in a joint
engagement on a task and who therefore jointly construct a range of values and
appropriate behaviours” (ibid.). In attempting to describe the effect of group values on
the individual, third wave analyses therefore focus on interaction at the level of the
community of practice. In much work which takes the community of practice as its
methodological approach, the construction of identities has been a central analytical

focus (for example Bucholtz, 1999; Eckert, 2000; Mendoza-Denton, 2008), and
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Bucholtz (1999: 20) makes clear the importance of identities along with her explanation
of the concerns of a third wave feminist linguistic analysis:
that language users’ identities are not essential to their natures but are produced
through contingent social interactions; that those identities are inflected by
ideologies of gender and other social constructs; that speakers, writers and
signers respond to these ideologies through practices that sometimes challenge
and sometimes reproduce dominant beliefs; and that as new social resources
become available, language users enact and produce new identities, themselves
temporary and historical, that assign new meanings to gender.
From this dynamic perspective, an individual’s identity is made up of a complex
number of aspects, and different aspects of identity will be foregrounded at different
times; as Holmes (2006: 18-19) puts it, in response to different contextual influences
diverse aspects of identity are brought into play, from one’s social (for example gender)
identity, institutional identity (such as being a manager) and personal identity (such as
wishing to appear friendly). It is this understanding of a third wave feminist approach

that I adopt in this thesis, however I do not adopt a third wave feminist linguistic

approach uncritically.
1.2.4 Problematising third wave feminist linguistic analysis

As Mills (2004) argues, a third wave feminist linguistic analysis is not without
its problems, and this thesis is particularly concerned with what I consider to be
principal issue Mills identifies: the impact of the values of wider society. The
communities of practice model adopted by much third wave analyses is, Mills argues,
beneficial for a local focus but makes it:

extremely difficult to discuss the impact of the values and pressures of the wider

society; talking about society above the level of the community of practice is

almost impossible, and it is clear that the wider society as a whole needs to be
discussed in terms of the impact it has on the practices within the community of

practice (2004: 7).
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This concern with the failure of the communities of practice model to adequately
theorise and analyse the impact of wider societal values and pressures is central to the
development of the theoretical and analytical framework which underpins the thesis, for
as I discussed in section 1.1.2 of this chapter, one of the criticisms that is also levelled at
dialogism is its potential for isolating social interaction from social structure.?® In this
thesis, the aim is therefore to develop theoretical and analytical frameworks that address
the inadequate theorisation of the impact of societal norms and values in both dialogism
and third wave feminism. Rather than suggesting that feminism and dialogism simply |
support one another, however, the approach taken in this thesis suggests that a
productive engagement between the two theories can be seen in their intersection, by
revealing the complex web of meaning-making between multiple voices and points of
view, but recognising that power and shared social knowledge are indivisible. The next
section sets out the structure of this thesis as it attempts to develop this new form of
feminist, linguistically oriented, dialogism?’, in order to proffer a nuanced examination
of how chick lit is made meaningful, an approach that is neither dismissive of chick lit

and its readers, nor politically toothless.

1.3 Structure of the thesis

This thesis has the following structure. Chapter two critically examines the
scholarly analyses of chick lit that have been undertaken to date. As briefly noted in
section 1.0 of this chapter, in chapter two I argue that largely, existing studies of chick

lit myopically focus on the texts themselves and therefore fail to provide a wider

%] return to and explicate the notion of a community of practice model in chapter three
of this thesis, where I critically engage with the model.

27 This form of feminist dialogism is different from the model of feminist dialogics
specifically concerned with literary criticism put forward by Bauer and McKinstry

(1991) and Pearce (1994).
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account of the production processes and practices in and through which meaning-
making is constituted. I also problematise the way in which ‘the reader’ has been
theorised in the literature, pointing out that the notion of the reader is left completely
untheorised in some studies. Critically examining the ways in which the reader has been
theorised in reader-response theory and reception studies, I draw upon the theorisation
of the pragmatic reader put forward by Appleyard (1991). According to Appleyard, a
pragmatic reader draws upon, shifts between and combines a number of reading

_strategies, and it is this theorisation of the reader that is adopted in this thesis.

Chapter three sets out the theoretical framework developed in the thesis. The
general principles of Volo§inov’s dialogism are laid out and critically examined. It is
argued that a number of theoretical shortcomings arise from his inadequate theorising of
what constitutes social grouping, how socially shared knowledge is structured, and how
the relations between the individual and socio-cultural structures are conceptualised. In
order to address this inability of Volo§inov’s theorising to adequately account for the
impact of social structure on social interaction (Brandist, 2002; 2004), elements of
additional theoretical perspectives are integrated in to the framework. Incorporated into
Volosinov’s dialogic theory are a combination of theoretical positions that it is argued
effectively integrate dialogism’s concern with situated interaction with what Linell
(2009: 53) terms “situation transcending, sociocultural practices” or “traditions”.
Belonging to these situation transcending practices, Linell argues, are sociocultural
resources for meaning making that include “language, concepts, knowledge about the
world, identities and norms ... that govern expectations and efforts for meaning in
concrete situations” (2009: 49). In order to theorise these situation transcending
practices and their sociocultural resources for meaning making, a combination of

practice theory and discourse theory are integrated into VoloSinov’s work. Bourdieu’s
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(1991) notion of habitus sees structure as partially taken-for-granted, as individuals
draw upon and negotiate with a set of practices and attitudes that are infused through
implicit and explicit socialisation, but this is held in tension with Foucault’s (1972)
conceptualisation of discourses and discursive structures, since some ways of thinking,
talking, and behaving within particular contexts and domains are more authoritative
than others. Indeed, since, as Linell (2009: 14) points out, dialogism “stresses the
evaluative dimensions of interpretation and understanding”, it is important to
acknowledge that not all ideas, opinions, ways of talking and ways of behaving are

equally valued.

Chapter four sets out the analytical framework developed in the thesis, which
applies these theoretical insights in order to explore the complex ways in which chick
lit’s meanings are constructed, interpreted and negotiated. Volo§inov suggests a dialogic
methodology for analysing a cultural product such as a novel that corresponds with the
dialogic principles of addressivity and interactionism, since he argues that a novel
emerges from a relational continuum of practices, as a novel is created for both verbal
and printed reaction as well as active perception. It is argued, however, that VoloSinov’s
methodology does not go far enough, and therefore the circuit of culture paradigm
developed in cultural studies (du Gay et al, 1997) forms the organising methodology for
the thesis. Represented as a circular system (see figure 1 overleaf), the circuit of culture
model takes into account the influence of each sphere in producing a full and coherent
account of the meanings which arise from a popular cultural form, and demonstrates the
integrated relationship between producers and consumers. The concern with both
production and consumption is demonstrated in the two types of data analysed in this
thesis, production data and reception data, and the analytical tools incorporated into the

framework developed in this chapter attend to the specific requirements of both spheres.
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Figure 1
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Diagram of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al, 1997:1)

This thesis develops a form of dialogic discourse analysis that analyses both social
interaction and socio-cultural and socio-economic practices in its focus on the analysis
of a cultural form. Taking from dialogic theory the axiomatic principle that all
interpretation and understanding is intrinsically evaluative, the tools and concepts
gathered together in this model, although diverse, all deal with the ways in which the

construction and negotiation of meaning is bound up with evaluation.

A critical political economy perspective provides the analytical trajectory for the
production data, examining changes in market structure, patterns of ownership, and
channels of distribution in the publishing industry in order to link the making of texts to
changes in how what is produced in the cultural industries is valued. This is important
since, whether implicitly or explicitly, a frequent criticism levelled at chick lit is its
existence as the exemplification of the triumph of the pursuit of profit and the
machinations of marketing strategies over substance. Maintaining the dialogic focus

upon human sense-making as clustering around meanings and values, the concept of
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stance-taking is drawn upon to examine reception data, by exploring the establishment
of speaker positionality through the display of affective, evaluative and epistemic
orientation in linguistic production, alongside the appraisal system, which aims to
describe how language is used to construct evaluations (Martin and White, 2005). From
the dialogic perspective developed in this thesis, however, articulating one’s tastes and
assessments also involves intersubjectivity; as Martin and White (2005: 62) argue, it is
necessary to see evaluating behaviour as sets of “institutionalised feelings” predicated
upon community values which include propositions about the valu¢ of things such as
books. Thus, when examining speakers’ and writers’ interpretations and evaluations, the
analytical framework developed here also draws on the notion of regimes of value,
which Bennett, Emmison and Frow (1999: 103-4) define as “an institutionally grounded
set of discursive and intertextual determinations that inspire and regulate practices of
valuation, connecting people to objects or processes of aesthetic practice by means of
normative patterns of value and disvalue”. Having established both the theoretical and
analytical framework, in chapter five of this thesis I begin the interrogation of the
meanings and evaluations that chick lit has accrued, commencing with the examination

of production processes and practices.

Chapter five begins with an exploration of the changes that have occurred within
the contemporary publishing industry. Indeed, the emergence of chick lit as a category
and the consequent proliferation of chick lit novels from the mid to late 1990s onwards
places chick lit firmly within a period of flux within publishing, a period within which,
as Squires (2007a) argues, a perceived shift has taken place from editorial-led to sales
and marketing-led publishing. Through examining the changes in patterns of ownership

within the industry and channels of retail distribution, I consider the developments in
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the ways in which the social relations between production and consumption have
occurred which have impacted upon emergence of and production of chick lit. It is
argued that in particular, arising from increased competition, the intensification of
marketing activities in the publishing industry has resulted in what Gill (2003: 51) terms
“his ‘n” hers” publishing, which is encoded in an explicitly sexually differentiated form

of address to the reader on chick lit covers.

In chapter six, the analytical focus shifts to reception data and constitutes the
first of two chapters that engage with the ‘non-professional’ reader. This chapter
examines one-to-one interviews with chick lit readers. The analysis focuses primarily
upon how these readers construct their evaluative stances towards chick lit. Particular
attention is paid to the ways in which the assessments of chick lit arrived at by the
readers correspond, or fail to correspond, with the themes and issues highlighted by
scholars working on chick lit as either important or problematic and which mark these
novels out as postfeminist texts, including the genre’s relationship to feminism and its
thematic concern with romance. Chapter seven analyses the interactions of a book
group, The Hapley Road Reading Group, as they discuss a chick lit book, Knight’s
(2000) My Life on a Plate. The analysis here shifts from the two party interaction of an
interview to the ways in which the meanings and the value of the novel are co-

* constructed and negotiated in a group setting. These evaluative stances are examined
and the ways in which these locally arrived-at meanings articulate with cultural regimes
of value concerned with gender, genre and literary value are explored. However, in this
chaptér, particular attention is paid to the reader identity co-constructed by the book
group members as they express their evaluative stances towards chick lit, an identity

that is predicated upon camouflaging taste distinctions along with attending to rapport
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management (Spencer-Oatey, 2008). Chapter eight concludes the thesis by summing up
the findings and their implications. In order to substantiate my claim for the necessity of
developing a dialogical analysis which can be applied to chick lit, in chapter two which

follows I critically examine the scholarly approaches that have been taken to the genre.
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Chapter 2
Review of the scholarly approaches to chick lit

2.0 Introduction

As I noted in the introduction to this thesis, chick lit has provoked conflicting
responses, from its readers who express affection towards a genre which they claim
reflects their experiences, to the disdain of its critics for whom chick lit novels are
regressive, anti-feminist, formulaic and ephemeral (Ferris and Young, 2006). In the
emerging field of chick lit scholarship, however, critics have sought to move beyond
these binary oppositions to undertake a more nuanced and considered approach to the
genre (e.g. Gill, 2007; Gill and Herdieckerhoff, 2006; Ferris and Young, 2006; Smith,
2008; Whelehan, 2005). In this chapter, I critically examine these scholarly approaches
to chick lit, and the themes and topics that have preoccupied scholars in their analyses
of the genre. The chapter has the following structure. Section 2.1 begins the chapter by
exploring how scholars have characterised chick lit as connected to but distinct from the
women’s fiction®® that has gone before it. In section 2.1.1, I focus upon the ways in
which recent scholarship has conceptualised chick lit’s thematic and generic
relationship to nineteenth century fiction, in the form of the novel of manners, and
outlined its relationship to the popular romance and the feminist consciousness raising

novels of the twentieth century.

One of the significant ways in which chick lit is differentiated from earlier

28 As Montoro (2012) points out, the term women'’s fiction has been employed by critics
in two different ways: some critics employ the term to refer to all forms of writing by
women, whether these forms are designated as ‘high’ or ‘low”, literary or popular,
whereas others use the term to refer specifically to literary fiction. I employ the term
women’s fiction in the first sense, to refer to writing by women regardless of generic

classification and any value judgement.
45



women’s literary and popular fiction that emerges from chick lit scholarship is the
representation of sex in the genre, and section 2.1.2 discusses how this representation
has been analysed and commented upon in the literature to date. Continuing with the
exploration of what is different about chick lit, section 2.1.3 examines the argument put
forward by a number of scholars (Whelehan, 2005; Gill and Gill and Herdieckerhoff,
2006; Gill, 2007) that chick lit’s thematic concerns and the construction of its

protagonists are underpinned by a troubled relationship with feminism.

It is this uneasy relationship with feminism that Whelehan (2005) argues, results
in a pervasive sense of anxiety in chick lit novels, and sections 2.1.4 and 2.1.5 address
this contention. In section 2.1.4, I explore how scholars have identified a recurrent trope
of anxiety surrounding representations of the body and a preoccupation with consumer
culture in chick lit, and in section 2.1.5 I turn to how, in the literature to date, depictions
of anxiety surrounding issues of motherhood have been identified with the development
of chick lit sub-genres. Throughout this examination of the scholarly literature on chick
lit, the central criticism I make is that these largely literary and cultural studies result in
content analyses, and as such effectively position the text as the dominant determinant
in making chick lit meaningful, disregarding or under-theorising the part the reader
plays in the construction of meaning. Indeed, section 2.2 of this chapter considers the
ways in which the reader has been under-theorised in the literature on chick lit to date.
Section 2.2.1 problematises analyses which are concerned with the text-reader
relationship constructed within the novels, and section 2.2.2 critically examines an
emerging area of interest within recent scholarship on chick lit focusing on online
reader reviews. I set out the model of the reader that informs this thesis in section 2.3,

and this chapter concludes with a summary of its findings and the arguments put
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forward. I begin, however, by examining the ways in which scholars have traced chick

lit’s relationship to women’s fiction of the past.

2.1 Scholarly approaches to chick lit

Although the consensus of opinion within chick lit scholarship is that Fielding’s
(1 99.6) novel Bridget Jones’s Diary inspired the chick lit phenomenon (Chambers,
2004; Craddock, 2004; Dorney, 2004; Ferriss and Young, 2006; Gorton, 2004;
Harzewski, 2006; Smyczynska, 2004; Whelehan, 2000, 2002, 2005), Harzewski (2006)
and Wells (2006), however, have sought to afford chick lit a lengthier heritage. In the
next section, I examine the ways in which these two scholars posit the influences on
chick lit from fiction of both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and thus how

Harzewski and Wells map the genre’s position in literary history.
2.1.1 Positioning chick lit in literary history

Harzewski (2006) situates chick lit’s heritage within the tradition of the
nineteenth century novel of manners, a form which focuses on the set of social
conventions of a particular social class, often concentrating on the representation of
domestic life, marriage and social behaviour (Abrams, 1999: 192). According to
Harzewski, the identification of chick lit’s roots can be clearly established by the
genre’s foundational novel, since Fielding (1996) models Bridget Jones’s Diary on one
of the novels of the quintessential writer of the novel of manners, Jane Austen’s (1813)
Pride & Prejudice. However, what makes chick lit the new novel of manners,
Harzewski argues, is its synthesis of literary and popular forms. Chick lit, Harzewski

contends, adapts and subverts the conventions of both the literary novel of manners and
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popular romance fiction of the twentieth century, such as novels published under the

Mills and Boon and Harlequin imprints.

According to Harzewski, this synthesis of forms and modification of narrative
conventions can be identified in a number of features found in chick lit. Harzewski
points out that the depiction of serial dating in chick lit subverts the primary ‘one
woman — one man’ tenet of popular romance identified by Radway (1989). This
subversion of the conventions of popular romance is also apparent in the shift of
emphasis from the centrality of the love story in popular romance novels, since in chick
lit equal, and on occasion more, attention is afforded to the central female character’s
quest for self-definition. Chick lit, Harzewski argues, subverts the conventions of both
the novel of manners and the popular romance in its displacement of the centrality of
the heterosexual male hero, since a number of novels place a gay male best friend in a
prominent position in the narrative. An additional reformulation of the conventions of
both the novel of manners and the popular romance can be found, Harzewski contends,
in chick 1it’s narrative closure. Unlike the movement towards a resolution of the
marriage plot found in the novel of manners, and the ‘happy ending’ predicated upon
romantic fulfilment found in the popular romance, a denouement in the form of an
engagement or a marriage is not a prerequisite in chick lit; indeed future marriage is not

guaranteed in chick lit.

Wells (2006) also examines the connections between chick lit and earlier
women’s literary writing. In a similar way to Harzewski, Wells points out elements of
chick lit which have their roots in women’s writing of the nineteenth century. Wells
argues that the chick lit heroine’s search for a partner and her growth in self-knowledge

have identifiable roots in the novels of earlier women writers. The centrality of the love
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plot is shared across chick lit and all of the novels of Jane Austen, although the nature
of the love plot varies since, like Harzewski, Wells notes that hardly any chick lit novels
end with a wedding (2006: 50).° For Wells, however, the prime distinction between
chick lit and the tradition of women’s literary writing lies precisely in the designation
literary. Chick lit, she asserts, is not literature but fiction, since she contends that chick
lit fails to successfully employ what she considers literary language — ‘rich’ description,
metaphor and simile - and fails to provide complex characterisation (2006: 66).
Furthermore, Wells argues, chick lit’s inferiority to women’s literary writing is evident
in its failure to present sustained social criticism. In effect, chick lit, Wells opines, does
not merit the status of /iterature since:
all of chick lit’s signature elements, from the love plot to shopping, appeal
strongly to teenagers’ interests, and the genre poses none of literature’s demands
on attention and intellect. When grown women read chick lit ... they are
shrugging off the serious concerns of adult life to escape into fictional worlds in
which pleasure and self-indulgence are paramount, and in which they don’t have
to think too hard (2006: 68).
Because Wells’s criticism of chick lit and its readers is predicated upon an
‘artful’/’artless’ binary and the conceptualisation of a passive consumer, it echoes the
problematic assumptions of mass-culture criticism I discussed in chapter one, section
1.2.1 of this thesis. Equally problematic is that Wells’s comments resonate with derisory
second wave feminist criticisms of popular romance as ‘dope for dupes’ (Jackson, 1995)
based on contempt for the ‘feminine’ that I also pointed to in chapter one, as Wells
trivialises and derides chick lit for its ‘feminine’ elements. I would argue that re-

instating a tired and untenable ‘us’ and ‘them’ distinction between the enlightened

feminist and the ‘ordinary’ reader is unhelpful. Furthermore, Wells merely replicates the

2 Wells argues that he emotional maturation of the chick lit heroine and the function of
humiliation in this process is also rooted in Austen; although rigid standards of feminine
morality raise the stakes far higher for the embarrassments and misunderstandings
Austen represents her heroines experiencing than for chick lit protagonists, whose
humiliation is manipulated for humour rather than moral improvement (2006: 53).
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problematic assumption that the ways in which readers respond to fiction can be

ascertained from the text alone.

Whereas Harzewski positions chick lit’s roots within the tradition of women’s
literary fiction through the nineteenth century novel of manners, Whelehan (2004, 2005)
examines lthe relationship between chick lit and its popular fiction predecessors of the
twentieth century. Specifically, Whelehan (2005) traces the relations between chick lit
and two generic forms: the feminist consciousness raising (CR) novels of the 1970s
which, linked to the practices of second wave feminism, explored women’s
psychological and material oppression through narratives that related the lives of
women characters in fine detail, and the bestselling sex and shopping novels of the
1980s wherein the plot revolves around the sexual relationships and affluent consumer
lifestyle of its protagonists. Underpinning Whelehan’s analysis is her assessment of éhe
impact of feminism on popular women’s fiction. Whelehan highlights the similarities
between chick lit and CR novels, such as Lisa Alther’s (1977) Kinflicks and Erica
Jong’s (1974) Fear of Flying. Both forms of fiction, Whelehan argues, employ a
confessional tone, both use self-deprecating humour, and both chick lit and the CR
novel focus upon the quotidian. However, Whelehan contends that this focus on the
domestic varies between the two forms of fiction. The CR novel, she argues, portrayed
the minutiae of women’s domestic lives in order to catalogue the oppressive and
unfulfilling association of women with domesticity and motherhood, resulting in a
political awareness for the heroine as she overcomes her material constraints. By
contrast, chick lit protagonists are myopically focused on negotiating the complexities
of emotional bonds (2005: 181). Whilst the heroine of the CR novel is spurred to action

upon analysing her oppression, the chick lit heroine, according to Whelehan, often lacks

personal direction.
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This representation of characters who fail to achieve their goals and lack self-
discipline in chick lit, Whelehan suggests, can also be viewed as a reaction to the ‘have
it all’ “superwoman’ portrayed in the 1980s sex and shopping novel such as Shirley
Conran’s (1982) Lace, in which the central female character is portrayed as glamorous,
driven, capable and ambitious, successfully building up her own business empire. Chick
lit’s construction of self-conscious, inept characters who lack personal direction,
Whelehan posits, can be seen as a reaction to the saga of female competence
promulgated by the sex and shopping novel. However, chick lit does celebrate its
heroines’ achievement of ‘true love’, according to Whelehan, although the treatment of
personal relationships in chick lit is very different to that in CR novels. For Whelehan,
whereas the CR novel fuses romance with sexual desire, portraying sex as unfulfilling
in order to highlight romance as a destroyer of women’s sexual pleasure, chick lit
heroines appear to experience sexual satisfaction as well as a desire for romantic union
with ‘the one’. Scholars are, however, divided over the portrayal of sex in chick lit, and
in the next section I examine how this representation again characterises chick lit as

related to, but distinct from, other forms of women’s writing.

2.1.2 Representing sex in chick lit

In contrast to Whelehan, who draws a clear distinction between the portrayal of
unsatisfying sex in CR novels and the apparent sexual satisfaction in chick lit,
Smyczyska (2004) argues that chick lit heroines often do explicitly, and humorously,
express their contempt for men who fail to meet their expectations by, for example,
dismissing male characters due to their lack of virility. Craddock (2004) similarly points
out that sex is portrayed as unfulfilling in chick lit, but unlike Whelehan, Craddock

compares chick lit to the Harlequin popular romance novel rather than CR novels.
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Harlequin romances typically depict an inexperienced heroine who is sexually
awakened by an experienced hero and is never critical of his sexual performance.
However, sex in Harlequin’s chick lit imprint, RDI, is not always portrayed as
satisfying for the heroine, suggesting that this generic distinction in the treatment of sex
is also apparent to those in the publishing industry. Mabry (2006) similarly highlights
the genre’s portrayal of its heroines as sexually experienced rather than inexperienced,
as she contends that a number of chick lit novels portray the heroine engaging in

numerous sexual relationships of varying degrees of pleasure and fulfilment.

In her analysis of Bushnell’s Sex and the City (1996), another novel along with
Bridget Jones’s Diary considered to be foundational for the chick lit genre (Ferriss &
Young, 2006), Kiernan (2006), however, considers the portrayal of the central
characters’ ‘businesslike’ treatment of sex as sexual objectification which merely
inverts the traditional gendering of sexual roles. Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006: 494)
examine whether the depiction of chick lit protagonists as sexually agentive and
experienced radically departs from the ways in which the sexual identities of the
heroines of Harlequin/Mills and Boon romance fiction are portrayed. They argue that
whilst the sexually experienced chick lit heroine appears to depart radically from the
innocent romance heroine, chick lit heroines are frequently “re-virginised”, by which
they mean that, in their encounter with the hero, heroines often return to an
“emotionally virginal state” which, for example, enables them to enjoy sex fully for the '
first time and therefore to expunge less satisfactory experiences. For Whelehan (2005),
Craddock (2004), Mabry (2006), Kiernan (2006), and Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006),
the construction of a sexually experienced subject in chick lit is underpinned by the

emergence of a ‘postfeminist era’ and the proliferation of postfeminist discourses. In the
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next section, I examine how chick lit scholarship has positioned the genre’s relationship

to postfeminism.

2.1.3 Chick lit and postfeminism

Across the literature on chick lit to date, I would argue that generally
postfeminism is a notion that is unevenly conceptualised (e.g. Gill & HerieckerhofT,
2006; Gorton, 2004; Guenther, 2006; Mazza, 2006; Whelehan, 2000, 2004, 2005) and
conflated with third wave feminism (Benstock, 2006; Guenther, 2006); the term is
referred to yet left unexamined and therefore under-theorised (Craddock, 2004; Ferriss
and Young, 2006; Harzewski, 2006, Kiernan, 2006; Mabry, 2006), and reference to the
concept is omitted whilst at the same time its connotations maintain a shadowy presence
(e.g. Hewett, 2006: Van Slooten, 2006; Umminger, 2006; Wells, 2006). Despite these
theoretical and analytical inconsistencies and absences, however, in contextualising
chick lit, scholars largely, whether implicitly or explicitly, evoke a particular
conceptualisation of postfeminism as both historical moment and cultural phenomenon.
On this view, as a historical moment, postfeminism occurs after the height of Second
Wave Feminism in the 1970s and continues to the present day. As a cultural
phenomenon, postfeminism refers to a time in which liberal feminist ideals of individual
autonomy and freedom of choice are considered ‘common-sense’ and that relatedly,
feminist campaigns for reproductive rights, equal pay and equal employment
opportunities are believed to have been met, rendering feminism passé (Gill, 2007;
Mills, 1998). Thus, Harzeski (2006), Mabry (2006) and Wells (2006) all point out that
the construction of sexually assertive and experienced protagonists in chick lit occurs in
response to the legislative and social changes brought about by feminism. Similarly,

Gill and Hierdieckerhoff point out that chick lit protagonists are active heroines, who
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are not only sexually assertive but also financially independent, working outside the

home, and valuing the freedom to make individual choices (2006: 499).

However, in her analysis of chick lit, Whelehan (2000, 2005) draws upon the
conceptualisation of postfeminism as backlash (Faludi, 1991) within which feminism is
not only seen as irrelevant but also the cause of women’s unhappiness, since freedom of
choice is portrayed as a burden. Chick lit, Whelehan (2005) argues, appears to be
underpinned by an acceptance of the ‘failure’ of feminism to renegotiate femininity and
to reconcile personal autonomy and the desire for a heterosexual relationship.
According to Whelehan, the chick lit heroine:

is crippled by the burden of choice — most particularly the freedom to remain

single - and suffers indefinable lassitude at the prospect of career advancement.

She assumes the successes of feminism without feeling the need to acknowledge

the source of these freedoms (2005: 176).

Chick lit is, she contends, an anxious genre as feminism “lurks in the background like a
guilty conscience” (ibid.). I would argue that the degree of acceptance of feminism’s
failure in chick lit is a matter of interpretation, and once again, the text is positioned as
the primary determiner of chick lit’s meanings. Whelehan’s analysis leaves unexplored
the question of whether chick lit readers view these novels through the lens of
feminism’s failure. Indeed, the interviews analysed in chapter six of this thesis suggest
that for the chick lit readers consulted for this thesis, what feminism means is either
unclear or a subject for dispute. Whelehan’s description of chick lit as an anxious genre

does, however, resonate across the literature on chick lit to date, and in the next section

I discuss the ways in which scholars have identified anxiety as a recurrent trope in the

genre.
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2.1.4 Chick lit and anxiety

The depiction of anxiety in chick lit has been identified and examined by a
number of scholars (Gill & Herdieckerhoff, 2006; Umminger, 2006; Van Slooten, 2006;
Smith, 2004, 2005). Gill and Herdieckerhoff (2006) point to the anxiety which abounds
in chick lit novels in the protagonists® preoccupation with the shape, size and look of the
body which is depicted as requiring constant surveillance and work. Umminger (2006)
argues that whilst the search for the ‘right man’ is a central feature of chick lit, yet in a
number of chick lit novels, this quest is secondary to the heroine’s struggle with herself.
Umminger points to chick lit novels which feature ‘plus sized” women, and for whom

weight loss secures not only the ‘right man’, but also promotion or a better job.

Van Slooten (2006) highlights the anxiety which underpins the genre’s concern
with consumer culture, as she examines the portrayal of the fashioning and refashioning
of identity in Kinsella’s (2001, 2002, 2003) Shopoholic trilogy. According to Van
Slooten, Kinsella’s protagonist Becky assuages her insecurities around personal and
professional fulfilment by excessive shopping: through continually purc};asing
expensive, branded attire, Becky conspicuously demonstrates that she can and does
‘have it all’. For Van Slooten, whilst these novels allow readers a ‘safe space’ to
vicariously experience self-fashioning through conspicuous consumption, yet they also
reassure the reader that such fantasies are attainable. By contrast, Smith (2004, 2005,
2008) assigns chick lit a more subversive role. Smith examines chick lit’s relationship
to the “consume and achieve” promise of what she terms women’s advice manuals, such
as women’s magazines and self-help books; but, unlike Van Slooten, Smith argues that
chick lit exaggerates its heroines’ consumption habits in order to deconstruct the

limiting practices endorsed by advice manuals. However, Van Slooten’s and Smith’s
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analyses are problematic in that whether chick lit readers respond to and take up a
vicarious reading or a deconstructive, subversive reading is left unexplored. I would
argue that the depiction of anxiety surrounding the body and consumer culture resonates
with the neo-liberal subject required by postfeminist discourse to engage in constant
self-scrutiny, which I discussed in chapter one of this thesis. Anxiety and self-scrutiny,
moreover, appear not to have left the genre despite the appearance of sub-generic

developments which have resulted in a wider range of concerns and characters.

Whilst chick lit often focuses upon a particular ‘kind’ of protagonist - young,
white single and middle-class - it has expanded its focus to include second-generation
Chinese American, Latina, Indian American and African American protagonists.
Further sub-divisions shift the focus to women over forty and adolescents, with the
middle ground between these two age-ranges focusing on motherhood.*® Scholars have
begun the task of critically exploring these works (Boyd, 2006; Guererro, 2006; Hewitt,
2006; Johnson, 2006; Sellei, 2006) and anxiety would also appear to pervade these
newer forms. Hewett (2006) argues that the central conflict in Allison Pearson’s (2002)
novel I Don’t Know How She Does It emerges from the protagonist’s inner conflict and
guilt as she ‘juggles’ career and motherhood in the attempt to ‘have it all’. This fictional
representation of anxiety, she argues, mirrors the anxieties surrounding motherhood
many (middle class, American) women experience: a set of unattainable criteria for
‘good motherhood’ traced across a range of cultural forms which, Hewett notes,

represent a backlash against many of the changes brought about by feminism.

According to Hewett, Pearson’s novel employs similar narrative devices to those

% As Ferriss and Young (2006: 5-6) point out, sub-generic terms have been coined ff’f
these developments, respectively, ‘ethnic lit’, ‘hen lit’, ‘chick lit jnr’ and ‘mummy lit’.
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employed in Bridget Jones’s Diary: lists, computer messages, and diary entries, but,
rather than reflecting the anxieties of single life, Pearson uses such techniques to reveal
her protagonist’s fragmented, time-starved existence. Furthermore, Hewett contends, the
use of self-deprecating humour forges a powerful, “complici[t]”, relationship between
narrator and reader predicated upon recognition (2006: 128). Many mothers, Hewett
asserts, are reading these novels not just for laughter and entertainment, but also for
“conversation and community”, although, she argues, Pearson’s novel does not offer an
alternative image of combining work and motherhood (2006: 130). Hewett’s
exploration of the anxiety surrounding motherhood in chick lit novels raises the issue of
the reader, but the conceptualisation of how the reader responds to these novels and
what they want from reading them is problematic for two reasons. Firstly, Hewett
assumes that readers’ responses to the novel can be ascertained from the text. Secondly,
Hewett’s assertion of the nature of the relationship constructed between text and reader
which is predicated upon recognition brings up the troublesome notion of identification.
[ turn to the notion of the text-reader relationship and set out the reasons why the
concept of identification is problematic in the next section, where I examine the ways in

which scholarly analyses of chick lit have characterised the chick lit reader.

2.2 Scholarly considerations of the chick lit reader

Although to date no empirical work has been undertaken with chick lit readers in
a face-to-face context, and as I have argued throughout this chapter, the majority of the
scholarly work on chick lit thus far has been concerned with content analyses of the
novels, yet some scholars (Guerrero, 2006; Mabry, 2006; Montoro, 2007; Page, 2007,
Scanlon, 2005, 2006; Steiner, 2008; Whelehan, 2005) have taken the reader into

account. These scholarly considerations are, however, varied in the extent of their
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treatment of the chick lit reader, and differ in their orientation. In the following section,
I consider the ways in which the text-reader relationship has been conceptualised in
textually oriented studies, and in section 2.2.2, I examine analyses of readers’

interpretations in the medium of computer mediated communication.
2.2.1 Textual constructions of the text-reader relationship

A number of scholars (Guerrero, 2006; Mabry, 2006; Whelehan, 2005) have
noted the importance of the first-person narration and the confessional tone employed in
the majority of chick lit to create a sense of intimacy and complicity. According to
Whelehan (2005: 180 & 210), the confessional tone “draws readers in” so “that the
relationship between narrator and reader is one of “complicity”, and the first person
narration “forg[es] the necessary intimacy for the reader to act as confidante”. Similarly,
Mabry (2006: 195) points out that the first person narration conveys the notion that,
although fictional, chick lit novels are “authentic, in-depth accounts of women’s
experiences”. Noting the construction of an informal and intimate relationship between
the narrator and reader, Guerrero (2006: 91) argues that the power and appeal of chick
lit novels emerges from the “remarkable ability to make the reading experience nearly
indistinguishable from a conversation with our best girlfriends”.?! Whilst it is, I suggest,

understandable that a first-person narrative will elicit a different response from the

3'For Guenther (2006), Bridget Jones’s Diary employs a new kind of feminist
confession that has created a community of readers with a shared sense of frustration
and disillusionment with their lives. Bridget Jones’s confession, Guenther contends, is
of a failed self and such a confession unites a community of readers around a story they
recognize as one that they too could have told. This response of recognition, accordirfg
to Guenther, calls upon the notion in consciousness-raising practices that self-revelation
builds community Furthermore, Guenther claims that the novel has created a
community of feminist authors formed by the novel’s success. Fielding’s successors,
according to Guenther, continue this brand of new feminist confessional that works to

create a shared response rather than judgement.
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reader than a third-person narrative, the text-reader relationship posited here is
predicated upon the notion of an abstract and generalised reader, and, like Hewett, these

scholars implicitly draw on the troublesome notion of reader identification.

Cohen (2001: 245) defines identification as “a mechanism through which
audience members experience reception and interpretation of the text from the inside, as
if the events were happening to them”. The theoretical roots of the concept of
identification, Cohen argues, lie in psychological work on child identification (2001:
247). From this perspective, identification is seen as a psychological phenomenon that
is part of the child’s development process. Identification requires that one imagines
being and behaving like someone else, therefore exchanging one’s own viewpoint for
the viewpoint of another. The ability to identify with others as part of the formation of
both group and personal identities has been posited as central to the socialisation of
children (Cohen, 2001: 248). Identification, Cohen points out, “is a normal part of
development that allows children and adolescents to develop into adults. Children and
adolescents identify with both people and characters and try on alternative ideas,
images, attitudes, and identities” (2001: 249). It is precisely the notion of this ability to
experience vicariously that, Cohen argues, has been attractive for media scholars (2001:
246). However, it is Cohen’s contention that the theoretical basis for the study of
identification with characters in books, on television and in films that has been posited
by media scholars is largely intuitive and fails to make clear the nature of identification
(2001: 249). The chick lit text-reader relationship posited by Guerrero, Mabry,
Whelehan and Guenther, is, I would suggest, similarly intuitive, and in its suggestion
that identification in chick lit functions through feelings about the character based on

sympathy and similarity, there is a problematic, albeit implicit, direct mapping between
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the knowledge and experiences of the reader and the knowledge and experiences of the

character.

Oatley (1999) takes into account the psychological distance the reader may
adopt from a novel by distinguishing between a reader’s response to fiction based on
their feelings about the character and readers who share the perspective of the character,
and this distinction is defined as the difference between spectating and identifying.
According to Oatley, the reader as spectator is “an unobserved observer in the scenes of
the lives of the characters in the story world” (1999: 445). By contrast, the reader
identifying with a character or a narrator adopts the character’s goals, so that the events
of the plot are understood in relation to these goals and therefore the reader experiences
the feelings which result from the connections between these goals and the events
narrated. In short, the identifying reader experiences the text from a protagonist or
narrator’s perspective, rather than the spectating reader who, as an observer, develops
feelings about and attitudes towards a character. Oatley (1999: 446) points out,
however, that these reading positions are not necessarily static, as there is a spectrum

that moves from observation to identification along which the reader may move.

As Cohen (2001) points out, Oatley’s distinction positions identification as a
process rather than as an attitude, as an empathetic response to a range of textual
features. In order to provide empirical support for the importance of empathy and the
distinction between spectating and identifying, in a long-standing research project
Oatley (1994, 1999) asked readers to note when they experienced an emotion whilst
reading a novel and, upon finishing reading, to write down their overall response to the
story. Resulting from this research, Oatley (1994) first proposed a taxonomy of the

emotions that occur during reading fiction, and later (1999) suggested a distinction
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between the degree of emotional intensity experienced. I would argue, however, that as
a cognitive process any form of identification is difficult to measure, and to treat
readers’ responses as transparent accounts of their feelings is deeply problematic.
Furthermore, whilst Oatley (1999: 446) points out that the division between the reader
as spectator and the identifying reader is not static but fluid, the underlying principle
echoes the difference between active and passive reading, which brings into play the
potential for negative evaluation. Moreover? regardless of the capacity for fluidity on a
moving scale, the two reading positions are limited to emotions which cluster around
just two experiences, sympathy (observation) or empathy (identification), and as I will
go on to discuss in section 2.3, the text-reader relationship is potentially more multi-
faceted than this binary classification. I agree in part with the assessment of the appeal
of chick lit posited by Guerrero (2006), Mabry (2006), Whelehan (2005) and Guenther
(20006) that it is the sense of ‘intimate conversation’ and confession in the novels that
elicits a response of recognition for readers. However, if the assumption is that reader
identification is based upon an empathetic response to textual features, then it is
necessary to address the question of precisely #ow this sense of intimacy and shared

experience is constructed through the language of the text.

Whilst generally within the literature on chick lit scholars have produced content
analyses with little or no linguistic analysis, more recently Page (2007) and Montoro
(2007) have focused on addressing the language in chick lit novels. Page employs a
feminist narratological approach to Bridget Jones’s Diary, drawing on Hoey’s (2001)
argument that there are forms of narrative schemata, or predictable patternings, in text
organisation which emphasise how a narrative should progress within particular
cultures. According to Page, the issue of narrative progression and closure in Bridget

Jones s Diary is particularly important. Analyses of closure that are based on narrative
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content, Page contends, have little to bring to light about the feminist controversy
surrounding the novel as either progressive or regressive, since the ending of Bridget
Jones’s Diary is ambiguous. In a seemingly conservative manner, romantic resolution is
implied in the novel’s final pages but then the permanence of the romantic union is put
into doubt in the final three lines of the text, which would suggest a challenge to the
ideology of romantic closure. > Yet, Page notes, a lack of narrative closure does not
indicate that the text is progressive, or even feminist, in orientation (2007: 98).
Examining narrative schemata, Page argues, enables the analyst to come to a more
nuanced conclusion about the novel’s textual sequencing and narrative closure. Page
identifies two particular narrative schemata in the textual organisation of the novel: the
goal-achievement pattern and the romance desire-arousal pattern. The goal-
achievement pattern, Page argues, can be identified throughout Bridget Jones’s Diary,
and although each goal varies, the goal-achievement pattern takes the same schematic
progression of stating a goal, recording the means by which the goal is to be achieved
and evaluating the degree of success (2007: 99). What Page identifies as significant,
however, is the ways in which this goal-achievement pattern alludes to the self-help
genre, with numerous and plentiful references in the novel to self-help texts (2007:

100).

Whilst the outcome of self-help literature suggests individual empowerment,
Page contends that the goal-achievement pattern in Bridget Jones’s Diary includes
negative evaluations as Bridget’s goals are continuously undercut, rendered incomplete
or unsuccessful. The goal-achievement pattern, however, is itself undercut and

displaced by the second pattern Page identifies, the desire-arousal pattern which is often

32 These last lines of Bridget Jones’s Diary are the following: “[bJoyfriends 2 (but only
one for six days so far) ... [a]n excellent year’s progress” (Fielding, 1996: 310,

emphasis in original). o



associated with romance fiction. Within this patterning, despite initially expressing
sexual desire, Bridget positions herself as the object of attraction, and so, Page argues,
the novel reinforces traditional romance narrative roles, equating masculinity with
agency and desire and femininity with passivity (2007:102). The juxtaposition of
negative evaluations in the goal-achievement pattern with the emphasis placed on the
desire-arousal pattern thus undermines the empowerment of the self-help genre, since
although Bridget at first seems agentive, her ‘solution’ for the fulfilment of her goals is
romance (2007: 103). I would argue, however, that Page ultimately locates meaning in
the words on the page. It is not clear from her study whether the narrative schemata she
identifies and the importance of their challenge to the self-help genre is recognised by or
important for chick lit readers. That is not to suggest that close analysis such as that
undertaken by Page is not important, as concepts such as narrative schemata give us an
important insight into textual cues, but they cannot explain how real readers interpret

the text.

Whilst Page’s analysis is a narratological one, Montoro (2007) undertakes a
stylistic analysis of chick lit that draws on a socio-cognitive analytical framework.
Social cognition focuses on people’s perception of the social world, and it is “people’s
perception of other people” that Montoro is concerned with (2007: 70).%* Montoro
draws on the concept of social schemas, which bring together clusters of information
about the social world, and Culpeper’s (2001) groupings of social categories which, in
the formation of social schemas, individuals draw upon when perceiving other people.
These broad social categories are grouped into three domains: personal categories

include knowledge of people’s preferences, habits and goals; social role categories

33 Here, it would perhaps have been useful for Montoro to have acknowledged that in

fact she is concerned with people’s perceptions of characters.
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include knowledge about social roles such as occupational, familial and relational roles;
and group membership categories include knowledge about social groups such as sex,
class, age and so on (Montoro, 2007: 71). According to Montoro (2007: 71), the success
of chick lit rests on its “attempt at a quasi-faithful representation of certain female
values and beliefs drawn from our social world so that their readership can recognise,
sympathize and maybe even empathize with those values”. Thus, it is the group
membership category that is drawn upon for text processing, Montoro claims,
reminding readers of real people they know. However, Montoro contends that
identifying the group membership category alone is insufficient, as social schema

cannot fully account for the ways in which character impression is achieved.

In order to explain the links that can prevail in readers’ mechanisms for
text processing, Montoro argues that attitude schema, or the evaluative beliefs
associated with a particular social schema, are a necessary inclusion. Specifically,
Montoro suggests that it is the ‘feminism schema’, or knowledge of women’s rights and
equality for women, that is relevant for the fictional representation of women in chick
lit. However, the feminism schema is employed as a source of comedy in chick lit and
not as a platform for a discussion of women’s rights, Montoro argues, as feminist issues
are presented in a mocking manner (2007: 74-6). I would argue, however, that
Montoro’s socio-cognitive approach theorises the reader at an abstract level. Schemas
belong to people and not to texts, and Montoro’s analysis does not attempt to examine
readers’ interpretations; rather, it is an abstracted reader’s interaction with the genre
that Montoro is describing.** Indeed, whilst Montoro makes the generalised claim that a

‘feminism schema’ is important for the textual processing of chick lit novels in terms of

34 As 1 go on to discuss in the next section, Montoro’s (2012) later work explicitly

engages with chick lit readers.
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the comedic treatment of female characters, for the chick lit readers interviewed in
chapter six of this thesis, the very concept of feminism is either problematically or
vaguely perceived. In the next section, I examine analyses that do engage specifically

with chick lit readers and their interpretations of the novels.

2.2.2 Chick lit reader reviews

Within the field of chick lit scholarship, there is what appears to be an emerging
focus on the analysis of reader interpretations in reviews of chick lit books from online
sources, particularly Amazon’s website (Scanlon, 2005, 2006: Steiner, 2008). Scanlon’s
(2005: 6-7) comments about the methodology she employs in her own project offer
insights into potentially why, to date, readers’ views on chick lit have been selected
from computer mediated communication (CMC), rather than face-to-face interaction;

Scanlon writes:

[t]he original intention was to employ oral history methodology, inviting women -
readers to talk about these books and their roles in the women’s reading and
lived lives ... An invitation posted in bookstores, cafes and stores, and included
in a locally independently-owned bookstore newsletter, however, yielded an
insufficient number of participants.

As I note in chapter six, this seeming reticence for chick lit readers to engage with
discussions of their views on chick lit was experienced during the research for this
thesis, and although the face-to-face interviews undertaken here are with only two chick
lit readers™>, securing permission for the recording and transcription of but two
interviews was, although successful, difficult to negotiate. Given this difficulty with

access to face-to-face engagements with chick lit readers, Scanlon abandoned the quest

35 Although there are only two face-to-face interviews with chick lit readers, this thesis
also analyses the face-to-face interactions of a further five readers as they discuss a

chick lit book, all of whom are members of a reading group.
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for an oral history project and adopted a web-based approach.

Scanlon (2005) identified readers who had either awarded Sophie Kinsella’s
Shopaholic novels the highest, four or five star, ranking on either the Amazon (U.S) or
the Barnes and Noble (U.S) websites in an online review, or who had expressed their
admiration for the Shopaholic series on one of five fan websites. Scanlon then invited
them to follow a link to a questionnaire. The invitation was clearly successful, as she
received some 100 responses with ten days. Scanlon reports that the majority of
respondents were single, under thirty years of age and had no children, with over
eighty-five percent being under thirty five (2005: 7). One quarter of the respondents
lived outside the United States of America, and most read every day, reading between
three and eight books a month (ibid.). The reading preferences of the respondents
varied, but over a third stated that their preference was for chick lit (2005: 7). The
majority of respondents considered humour to be the most appealing aspects of the
books (ibid.). Problematising the focus on the romance plot that is prevalent in chick lit
scholarship, few of the readers in Scanlon’s survey found the protagonist’s romantic
relationship significant; instead, Scanlon claims that most respondents identified with
the protagonist’s love of shopping (2005: 8). Whilst Scanlon’s survey offers interesting
insights into reader’s views, the analysis is a little vague as references to ‘few’, ‘many’,
‘most, or ‘the majority” lack precision, and occasional one word or, at most, one
sentence quotations from the respondents leaves the full analytical potential of her data
unexamined. Furthermore, in initially identifying reader reviews on websites, Scanlon
fails to take into account, and address, the particular effects the medium might have on
what is written, and treats the reviewer’s responses unproblematically as transparent

reports and not situated accounts (Benwell, 2005).
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In her paper published the following year, Scanlon (2006) addresses some of the
issues that I have identified with her earlier analysis. Firstly, Scanlon acknowledges that
the reader responses do have other purposes than solely recording a view of the text
under question; online reader reviews, Scanlon argues, are used to claim an authorial
and authoritative voice and also to claim inclusion in a gendered community of writers
and readers (2006: 239). Secondly, Scanlon highlights the limitations that the context of

the review facility imposes, as she writes:

we must remember that amazon.com provides this community space as part of a
public marketplace. Writers largely respond to the unspoken rules of the market
that allows their presence — often by voicing a pep-rally message about the
books ... and encouraging others not simply to read but to purchase the books
(ibid.).

Thirdly, this later paper reproduces some sections of the reviews and offers more
analysis of them; for example, Scanlon notes that the most striking feature of the
reviews is their confessional nature, and reproduces two short reviews after which she
states:
the confessional narrative validates both the positive experiences the readers
have with the books and the more problematic excesses that they live out in their
own lives ... [i]nterestingly, however, most reviewers engage in the confessional

narrative but fall short of revealing the dark side of shopping excesses (2006:
244).

It is, then, clear that Scanlon has provided some evidence to support the more abstract
claims about the appeal of the confessional tone of chick lit made by chick lit scholars

such as Guerrero (2006), Mabry (2006) and Whelehan (2005).

In contrast to Scanlon, Steiner’s (2008) focus is not on chick lit per se, but rather
her study aims to examine whether the reader’s review facility on Amazon’s website,
which she describes as “private criticism in the public sphere” does, in fact, offer a
democratization of the reading and evaluation of literature by displacing the primacy of
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the professional literary critic (2008: 1). Steiner makes clear that, as it is located within
the public sphere, the medium of the internet does indeed impact upon the form of
website reviews. Drawing upon Katz and Rice’s (2002) argument that a widening social
freedom to express one’s feelings more intensely results from the anonymity of the
media, Steiner argues that a characteristic of private criticism in the public sphere is
heightened emotion, expressed both positively and negatively. Websites such as
Amazon, Steiner argues, potentially allow people to express their opinions on books
more strongly (2008: 5). Steiner’s study analyses 83 reviews of Melissa Bank’s (2005)
novel The Wonder Spot on Amazon’s website in Canada from 2005 up to March 2008.
In response to the frequent critique of private criticism as being concerned with
experience rather than the text, Steiner points out that the reviews in her sample do
indeed share a common feature of discussing personal feelings and experiences of a
novel. Yet, the reviewers are critical, she points out, despite their positive reviews.
Extrapolating from the Wonder Spot reviews, Steiner examines reviews of books
generally defined as chick lit, finding that the criticisms made by readers are often not
about the book. Rather, the reader-reviewers in Steiner’s study are critical of the
professional critic, whose negative views of chick lit are positioned as elitist, or the

critic herself is positioned as ignorant of the genre.

In the most recent scholarly monograph on chick lit, Montoro (2012) analyses
both reader comments posted on online book club forums, and the reader responses
received through an electronic questionnaire distributed to online book-clubs, academic
distribution lists, and university lecturers and students not affiliated with the scholar’s

institution.>® Montoro undertakes a two-fold analysis of readers’ evaluative and

36 Montoro states that the number of returned questionnaires was much lower than she
expected, with the total respondents numbering thirteen, but there is no discussion of the
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emotional responses to chick lit. To the questionnaire data and to a sample of the posts
from online book club forums, Montoro applies a qualitative, stylistic analysis that
examines the emotional responses to chick lit that the readers’ surveyed attest to
experiencing. To the bulk of the online book club reader comments, however, Montoro
applies a quantitative, corpus stylistic approach. Montoro argues that her analysis shows
that firstly, the readers in her study have a particularly affective involvement with chick
lit novels that they expect to culminate in a happy ending, and secondly, the quality of

chick lit novels is viewed in terms of entertainment value.

Despite the important analytical shift in trajectory towards analysis of the reader
Scanlon’s, Steiner’s and Montoro’s studies make, the reliance on web based sources is
problematic. It is, I would argue, worth returning to the points made by Steiner (2008)
and Scanlon (2006) discussed above. As Cherny (1999: 152) points out, CMC lacks the
visual and paralinguistic cues which are a key element of face-to-face communication,
crucially co-presence and visibility, and therefore as Steiner (2008) suggests, in the
anonymity of the virtual world, readers posting their reviews online may feel less
constrained and subject to censure when expressing their views. Montoro (2012) claims

that it is this very freedom to express oneself that makes the reader comments from

division of these respondents according to questionnaire distribution source. I would
suggest that the choice of sources to which the questionnaire was distributed is weighted
towards what could be termed the ‘professional’ reader. Two of the three sources to
which Montoro emailed the questionnaire are academic distribution lists and university
lecturers, and I would argue that given the very topic that they are being asked to
comment upon, it is distinctly possible that those readers who chose to respond have
some familiarity with formal literary criticism. Montoro points out that although many
of the readers responded confidently and affirmatively to her question which asked
whether literary style affects or alters one’s emotions when reading a novel, their
responses show a lack of the use of specialist linguistic description, thus demonstrating
their role as non-specialists. However, I would suggest that this is a questionable
argument; as Montoro herself acknowledges, questionnaires and surveys make clear
demands on respondents’ time, and this may well deter a respondent from entering into

a detailed, academic, analysis.
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online book clubs unprompted, and therefore makes such data less susceptible to either
the potential bias of a researcher’s questions or the impact of the researcher’s very
presence on what is said. I would suggest, however, that Montoro’s claim for the
spontaneity of her data does not take into account the possibility that online
communities also operate within unwritten rules and norms of interaction. Indeed,
Scanlon (2006) points out that many of the online chick lit reviews she studied were
constrained by the unwritten rules of a marketplace facility, in the implicit requirement
to encourage purchases of the novel under review. Whilst I would argue that analysis of
CMC and online communities is a fruitful and necessary endeavour, yet a focus on
asynchronous CMC alone leaves unexplored and unexamined how readers construct
and co-construct not only their interpretations of a book, but also how they construct
their identities as readers, whilst managing social interaction in a face-to-face

environment.

Throughout this examination of the scholarly literature on chick lit, the main
criticism I have levelled at the analyses is that the reader is either under- or
problematically theorised. In the final section of this chapter, then, I set out the model of
the reader that is drawn upon in this thesis. First, however, I briefly examine the ways in
which the reader has been theorised in literary and cultural studies in order to make
clear why a modified form of the developmental model of the reader proposed by

Appleyard (1991) is adopted here.

2.3 Theorising the reader

A concern with theorising the relationship between texts, their reception and

meaning-making spans a number of disciplines including literary studies, cultural
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studies and media studies. Reception studies which investigate the interpretive
relationship between an audience and a particular medium have examined responses to
television (Morley, 1980; Ang, 1989) and film (Mulvey, 1975). According to Mailloux
(1989: 5), however, theories concerned specifically with literary reception have fallen
into one of two camps, which he terms “textual realism” and “readerly idealism”. The
‘textual realism’ approach privileges the text in the interaction between the reader and
the text, and argues that texts are meaningful independently of reader interpretation.
From this perspective, Beardsley (1970: 37), for example, argues that “the literary text,
in the final analysis, is the determiner of its meaning”, as conventions embedded in the
text determine interpretation, and readers recognise these textual conventions to come to
a valid interpretation. The reader’s role is therefore passive, entailing being merely
acted upon by the words on the page. By contrast, ‘readerly idealism’ privileges the
reader rather than the text as the primary determiner of meaning and thus conceptualises
the reader as active rather than passive. From this perspective, Fish (1976: 171) argues
for the analysis of communal interpretive strategies amongst “interpretive communities”
wherein a set of interpretive assumptions is in force. In other words, according to Fish,

if two readers arrive at the same interpretation of a text, this is because they share the

same interpretive strategies determined by the community to which they belong.

Iser (1978), however, highlights the constraints that act upon a reader’s
interpretation of a text. For Iser, a text is a response-stimulating structure organised by
specific narrative strategies and techniques, but these conventions are only meaning
potentials which require actualisation by a reader in their dynamic involvement with the
text. Culler (1981) also stresses the location of interpretive conventions in the reader
rather than the text and emphasises the limits on reading conventions, as he argues that

readers make texts meaningful in a specific way. According to Culler, the structure of a
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text is created and developed by the competent reader by employing the appropriate
reading conventions, and thus the reader becomes a name for the place where the event
of reading occurs. However, as Mills (1994: 12) argues, none of these positions “seem
... adequate to describe the complex process of reading”. In both ‘textual realism’ and
‘readerly’ idealism, the reader is nothing more than a shadowy entity, a hypothesised
construct, as either a label for the abstract agent passively acted upon by the text, or an \
idealised, competent, reader actively controlling the meaning of the text though the

application of appropriate interpretive strategies.

Assuming that readers interpret a text in a similar way fails to account for
differences in reading. As Mills (1994: 4) points out, even the style and speed of reading
can vary, not only between individuals but also within the kind of reading taken up by a . -
particular individual at any one particular time, since a text can either be read in a
‘slack” way by skimming and skipping pages or it may be read using the techniques of
‘close reading’. Furthermore, there is little sense of the interpretive process as complex
negotiation (Mills, 1994: 12), particularly in the seemingly static conceptualisation of
consensual, legitimised reading conventions that readers learn and then apply. From a
dialogic perspective, individuals are socio-historically and culturally embedded, and
thus talk and action are both permeated by sociocultural influences, but they are not
entirely at the mercy of social and discursive forces as they are also agents of their own
biographies and their own experiences (Linell, 2009: 112). It is therefore a more

complex and multifaceted model of reading that this thesis adopts.

Appleyard (1991) puts forward a developmental model of reading comprised of
the five roles a reader takes over the course of a lifetime. This schematic model,

Appleyard argues, “enables us to hold together all the different kinds of data that are
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potentially relevant to a description of how a reader’s sensibility changes across the
lifespan”, which includes:
the evolving psychodynamics of our inner lives, the changing social roles
available to us as we mature, the values we absorb from our families and
communities, the kinds of books we read, the kinds of readers our educational
institutions encourage us to be ... and the judgements and moral commitments
by which we shape our lives as we mature (1991: 14).
The five reader roles Appleyard proposes are a cluster of responses, attitudes and
intentions that readers bring to and make use of during the process of reading and which
shift and differ as readers mature. The first role Appleyard assigns to individuals is that
of ‘reader as player’ (1991: 14). According to Appleyard, in the pre-school years a child
listens to, rather than reads, stories, and becomes a confident player in a fantasy world,
increasingly self-assured in managing and exploring the boundaries of the fictional
world.*” The second role is that of ‘reader as hero and heroine’, in which school age
children imagine themselves as the central character in a story of the conflict between
good and evil (1991: 14). In the third role, “the reader as thinker”, adolescent readers
look to stories to discover what information about life and the world they can gain,
observing and evaluating self and others by reflecting upon the implications of a story
(ibid.). The fourth role, ‘the reader as interpreter’, supplants the focus on stories, as
college and university students are taught to see stories as texts, as structures composed

of various textual strategies that are bound up with their conditions of production (1991:

14).

It is the final role Appleyard describes, ‘the pragmatic reader’, that this thesis is

particularly concerned with. The pragmatic reader is the role of the adult reader, and

% This first role, which encompasses listening to stories and imaginative play,
Appleyard argues, illustrates one of the crucial elements in the development of a reader
through from earliest childhood to adulthood: “ the social construction of experience

and its playful expression” (1991: 56).
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there are two important points to be made about this particular role. According to
Appleyard, the pragmatic reader may read in several ways which may mimic, but not
entirely replicate, the characteristics of each of the previous roles. Adult reading
combines all of the ways of reading that an adult has experienced and makes them
available for recycling and re-shaping as part of a complex range of responses to what is
read (1991: 164). Furthermore, the adult, pragmatic reader makes conscious choices
about what motives for and uses they make of reading, and is particularly aware that
their reading is voluntary; as Appleyard puts it, adult readers “choose reading over other
activities that claim their time ... [t]hey choose the kind of books they want to read ...
and the kinds of responses they want to have” (ibid.). Of particular interest for the
reader interviews undertaken for this thesis is Appleyard’s contention that adult readers
“distinguish between escape reading and books that are demanding or challenging”,

with the former associated with Harlequin romances and bestsellers (1991: 165).

For Appleyard, it is not the feeling of being lost or absorbed in a book that adult
readers refer to by frequently stating that they read to escape. Rather, it is what adult
readers wish to escape from that is the more important point. Reading for escape,
Appleyard argues, may be underpinned by the desire to escape from the day-to-day
problems of adult life, but may also constitute a desire to escape from the kind of fiction
that, with its complex narrative strategies, multiple or ironic perspectives and lack of
narrative closure “makes the problems it deals with seem as intractable as those of
readers’ own lives” (1991: 165). Indeed, Appleyard’s insights here find resonances in
the interview data in chapter six of this thesis, as one particular chick lit reader
expresses her dislike of books with dense descriptive passages and complex plot lines;
but it is in Appleyard’s treatment of the reader of romance fiction that I find it necessary

to jettison his description of the cognitive abilities associated with this final
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developmental stage. Appleyard argues that the satisfaction gained from romance
novels appears to be suited to the adolescent reader, and therefore the adult reader of
romance may well, he writes, be “stuck™ in their reading development; these readers, he
contends, “cannot handle narrative forms more complex than romance” (1991: 170).
Readers who have a preference for romance fiction, Appleyard proposes:
simply do not, without the intervention of some kind of developmental stimulus,
progress beyond the level of romance ... in their habitual reading, either because
they cannot imagine a more adequate view of the world or their education has
not led them further or their psychological development does not dispose them
to demand more complex kinds of satisfaction from reading (1991: 171).
These strikingly derogatory comments which position the romance reader as passive
and undemanding are pervaded by the gendered assumptions of mass-culture criticism I
discussed in chapter one section 1.2.1 of this thesis. Indeed Appleyard makes explicit
this link with his repeated use of the noun “addiction” to describe serial romance
reading (1991: 168-171). Appleyard’s claims are untenable and easily challenged, and
seem to contradict the sense of resourcefulness he attributes to the pragmatic reader in
their ability to consciously manipulate the ways of reading experienced previously. I
would suggest, however, that his concept of the pragmatic reader is still useful, as it
allows for the theorisation of an adult reader whose engagement with a work of fiction,
regardless of its genre, can be multifaceted and shifting, making available, for example,
movement between: being more or less immersed in the fictional world of the text to
more or less distanced from it; from performing a ‘slack’ reading to close reading; and
from adopting an imaginative perspective to a critical perspective. What needs to be

accounted for more explicitly, however, are the cultural regimes of value that inform

acts of interpretation.’®

38 I have discussed the concept of regimes of value briefly in chapter 1 of this thesis, in
which I draw upon Bennett, Emmison and Frow’s (1999: 260) explanation that the term
designates “those normative organisations of the proper which specify what counts as a
good object of desire or pleasure; a proper mode of access or entry to it; and an
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Despite his seeming lack of awareness of his own problematic assumptions,
Appleyard points out that there are a number of constraints within his model. Firstly,
Appleyard acknowledges that the five roles cannot account for the unique experience of
an individual reader of a particular book at a particular time, and nor can they take into
account personal histories, experiences and preferences (1991: 15).% Furthermore,
Appleyard points out, these five roles cannot fully account for the impact of variables
such as gender, race and class on how the experience of readers is mediated (ibid.).
Indeed, the developmental five stage reader role model, Appleyard claims, requires an
interaction between the individual, culture and society (1991: 15-16). I would suggest,
however, that the five stage model of reading relies too heavily on developmental
theories and lacks a foundationai theory of the interaction between and interdependence
of language, culture and society. Its claims for the pragmatic reader, who is negotiating :
sociocultural resources and personal experiences and preferences whilst reading, need
explicit theorisation, and I suggest that with its focus on the interactions and
interrelations between self, other and society, dialogism offc;rs a more adequate

foundation for Appleyard’s model.

2.4 Summary

This chapter has critically reviewed the scholarly literature on chick lit,
identifying the elements of the genre’s construction and its themes and concerns that

have preoccupied scholars, and examining the approaches across the disciplinary

appropriate range of valuations”. In chapter four, section 4.8 of this thesis I provide a
more in-depth discussion of the concept.

3 Such a schematic model of reader development, Appleyard also contends, cannot and
should not claim universality, since it depends on a particular kind of education readers
receive in a particular type of society, and the cultural values that are inscribed in that

education (1991: 15).
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boundaries of stylistics, literary and cultural studies theses scholars have taken to their
analyses. Beginning with the ways in which chick lit’s position in literary history has
been mapped, this chapter has explored the ways in which critics have engaged with
what have been seen as the genre’s progressive and conservative components: from the
representation of sex in the genre, to the anxiety that pervades the novels surrounding
the size and shape of the body and the resultant necessity of constant self-surveillance,
to concerns about achieving personal and professional fulfilment, and to worries about

managing the demands of both career and motherhood.

The central criticism made, however, is that across much of the literature on
chick lit to date, the text is positioned as the central determiner of meaning, with the
role of the reader being either omitted from the analyses or under-theorised. A number
of the scholarly analyses of chick lit have problematically assumed that a chick lit
reader’s response can be ascertained from the text alone, and the text-reader relationship
proposed is predicated upon an abstract and generalised reader whose central
engagement with these novels relies upon feelings of sympathy, similarity and
identification with the characters therein. Therefore, this chapter has set (;ut the model
of the reader that this thesis adopts, wherein the adult, pragmatic reader can draw upon,
manipulate and move between a number of responses, attitudes and strategies, including
the ability to shift between more or less involvement in the fictional world of the novel,
and the adoption of a more or less critical perspective on the text. This model of the
reader, moreover, recognises the impact of the interaction between the individual,
society and upon the formation of interpretative acts, although how this interaction
comes about lacks explicit theorisation. With its stress on the interrelations between

self, other and society, dialogism offers such a theory of human sense-making, and the
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next chapter engages with the theoretical concept of dialogism in depth, as it sets out the

theoretical framework that underpins this thesis.
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Chapter 3
Theoretical framework of the thesis: Dialogism

3.0 Introduction

This chapter sets out the theoretical framework that is developed in this thesis,
and that gives substance to its concern with the construction and negotiation of
meaning. As I indicated in chapters one and two, in order to address the tendency in
chick lit scholarship to locate the genre’s meanings within the pages of the books
themselves, the aims of this thesis are to examine how the meanings of this particular
cultural form are constructed, interpreted and negotiated in the spheres of both
production and reception; to examine how the value of chick lit is invoked and
evaluated by both individuals and groups in both public and private domains, and to
explore the ways in which societal norms, beliefs and values impact upon these
constructions and appraisals. In order to conceptualise meaning-making in the complex
and multifaceted way required by these aims, this thesis adopts dialogism as an
interactional and contextual theory for human sense-making that sees meaning as
semiotically mediated, dynamic, emergent, and firmly embedded in social life. In
particular, the conceptualisation of language and communication put forward by
Volo$inov ([1927] 1976; [1929] 1986) is placed at the centre of the approach to

4dialogism adopted.

The theoretical framework developed here, however, also draws upon a number

of insights and concepts from linguistics, feminism and social theory 40. a diagram of

40 What is meant here by the term social theory is “the body of knowledge about the
nature of social action and the various contexts in which it takes place” (Ransome, 2010:

1)
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the composition of these theoretical elements is presented in figure 2 below.

Figure 2

Dialogism
(Volosinov)

N

Socially situated Socio-cultural
interaction > practices
A 4
Making Ordering Structuring Co-constructing
Social Social Social shared norms
Knowledge Knowledge Knowledge and values
Relevant
A 4 A A
y Y Y A
Relevance Discourse Practice Communities
theory Theory Theory: of Practice
(Schutz and (Foucault) Habitus (Wenger)
Luckman) (Bourdieu)

Diagram of the composition of the theoretical elements in the framework

As I argued in chapter one, section 1.1.2 of this thesis, one of the major criticisms of
Vologinov’s work that has been consistently articulated is its separation of social
interaction from socio-cultural and socio-economic structures, which arises from a
restricted focus upon situated interaction (Brandist, 2002, 2004a, 2004b). Thus, given
this thesis’s aim to take into account how social norms and values impact upon the
construction and negotiation of chick lit’s meanings, the inclusion of the insights and
concepts drawn from each additional theoretical element are intended to address the

theoretical shortcomings of Volosinov’s dialogism, by integrating a dual focus on
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situated interaction and sociocultural practices

This chapter has a two-part structure in order to accommodate this critical
engagement with VoloSinov’s work. The first part of the chapter, section 3.2, focuses
specifically upon Volo$inov’s dialogism. Sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2 set out the three
foundational theoretical principles of his work that underpin the approach to dialogism
developed here: semiotic mediation, other-orientation and addressivity, identifying a set
of related theoretical shortcomings in his conceptualisation of social grouping and what
constitutes shared, and socially shared, knowledge. The second part of the chapter,
section 3.3, incorporates insights and concepts from additional theoretical perspectives
in order to addresses the theoretical shortcomings in Voloinov’s work identified in the
first part of the chapter. Section 3.3.1 draws upon Linell’s (2009) more recent
development of a dialogic conceptualisation of other-orientation which extends the
notion of other-orientation more clearly from the individual to the social. Section 3.3.2
turns to a socially oriented form of relevance theory (Schutz and Luckmann, 1973) to
address Vologinov’s problematic assumptions about what constitutes shared knowledge
in his account of utterance comprehension. Section 3.3.3 addresses VoloSinov’s
restricted conceptualisation of social grouping in his focus on class affiliation, and his
failure to adequately theorise the constitution and ordering of socially shared knowledge
that arises through this myopic focus upon class. This section draws initially on the
development in more recent dialogic theory of the notion of double dialogicity, a
concept that sees human sense-making as made up of local, situated interactional
accomplishments which are also part of sociocultural practices. These practices involve
the use of sociocultural resources for meaning-making, which include language,
concepts, knowledge about the world, identities, and norms that regulate both

expectations and meaning-making acts in concrete situations.
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In order to theorise these sociocultural resources for meaning making, section
3.3.4 draws on the concept of discursive structures in discourse theory (Foucault, 1972;
1980) to theorise how social knowledge is sociohistorically ordered, and section 3.3.5
draws upon practice theory (Bourdieu, 1991) to conceptualise how particular aspects of
social knowledge concerned with appropriate behaviour and beliefs become stable and
durable through implicit and explicit socialisation. Section 3.3.4 retains this concern
with double dialogicality, but, in this chapter’s final modification of Vologinov’s
dialogism, the notion of the community of practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998) is drawn
upon to posit a more complex conceptualisation of the ways in which individuals
construct their own communities, within which they co-construct the social norms and
values deemed appropriate. This chapter begins, however, by firmly establishing the
origins of the dialogic approach that forms the foundation for the theoretical framework
developed in this thesis. In response to Linell’s (2009) point that dialogism is a loosely
related set of ideas rather than a coherent ‘s'chool’, this chapter starts with section 3.1
within which a clear distinction is made between Volo§inov and M.M. Bakhtin, two

scholars whose work has often been conflated.

3.1 Making the distinction between Bakhtin andVoloSinov

According to Brandist (2002: 4), the work of the Bakhtin Circle*! has generated

great interest for Western scholars, however, the Circle’s work has also generated

1T have briefly referred to what is meant by the term Bakhtin Circle in chapter one (n7)
of this thesis, but to reiterate, the Bakhtin Circle refers to a group of Russian scholar§
who met regularly to discuss philosophical and aesthetic issues. According .to B.ranc-hst
(2002: 5-6), the group’s members included “at various times ... Mikhail MlkhaI.IOVICh
Bakhtin (1895-1975), Mariia Veniaminovna Iudina (1899-1970), Matvei I§aev1ch
Kagan (1889-1937), Ivan Ivanovich Kanaev (1893-1984), Pavel Nikolaevich .
Medvedev (1891-1938), Lev Vasilievich Pumpianskii (1891-1940), Ivan Ivanovich
Sollertinskii (1902—1944), Konstantin Konstantinovich Vaginov (1899-1 934) and
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dispute and division surrounding the authorship of the works published under the names
of Volo$inov and Medvedev, with the texts bearing their names often ascribed to
Bakhtin. Bakhurst (1999: 216) points to the potential initial source for the authorship
debate, as he notes that “at the commemoration of Bakhtin’s seventy fifth birthday in
1970, the Soviet linguist Vyacheslav Ivanov declared that Bakhtin was the author of the
major works published under Vologinov’s’s name”. As Brandist (2002: 8) points out,
since the 1970s, a large body of scholarly literature has emerged to debate the
authorship issue.*? Clark and Holquist (1984: 162), for example, make their position on
the authorship debate clear as they posit Bakhtin as the sole author: “ [tJhe many
resemblances between the “Vologinov’s” texts and other indubitably by Bakhtin prove,
minimally, that Volo§inov’s was a disciple of Bakhtin ... and maximally, that Bakhtin
wrote all the works in question”. Brandist (2002), however, has established that the
practice of attributing the works of Medvedev and Volo§inov to Bakhtin is deeply
problematic. Firstly, Bakhtin and Volosinov are clearly different individuals; as
Brandist (2002: 6) shows, whilst Bakhtin died in 1975, at the age of 80, Volo$inov’s
life trajectory was much different, as he contracted tuberculosis in 1934 and died in a

sanitorium two years later (Brandist, 2002: 9). ** The second way in which the differences

Valentin Nikolaevich Voloshinov (1895-1936)” (ibid.). The circle began meeting in
1918, but the group meetings stopped in 1929 following the arrest of some of the group
members.
%2 Brandist is not, however, complimentary about this body of work, as describes it as
“yoluminous, ideologically motivated, often bad-tempered and largely futile” (2002: 8).
3 Further differences in the biographies of the two men are apparent, Vologinov enrolled
as a postgraduate at the Institute for the Comparative History of the Literatures and
Languages of the West and East (ILIaZV) in 1925, whereas Bakhtin did not graduate
from university but instead appears to have ‘appropriated’ parts of his older brothq’s
biography (Brandist, 2002: 7-8). Scholarly investigations since the fall of the Soviet
Union and the ensuing opening up of Russian archives has shed light on Bakhtin’s
hitherto sketchy biography, and on his creative borrowings’. Bakhtin himself had, in
fact, provided false accounts of his university career (Hirschkop, 2001:3-4). Moreover,
Brandist argues, the works of Voloshinov and Medvedev are distinct from those of
Bakhtin in terms of the theories that are drawn upon within them, as unlike Bakhtin,
examination of the footnotes in Vologinov’s and Medvedev’s work shows the influence
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between Bakhtin and the work of both Volo$inov and Medvedev can be seen, Brandist
explains, is in the scholarly practices employed in Bakhtin’s work:
[a]part from the very different tone and language of the works published in the
names of VoloSinov’s and Medvedev, one is immediately struck by the quality
and quantity of footnote references found there. Together, these factors signal a
very different authorial practice (Brandist, 2002: 53).
I do, however, follow Brandist (2002: 53) in acknowledging that although Volo$inov
and Medvedev are responsible for the texts which bear their names, these works were
produced during mutually-influential meetings of the members of the Circle. Indeed, as
Renfrew (2006: xi) points out, compelling evidence for both the influential nature of the
Circle and the unmistakable authorship of Volo$inov and Medvedev is found in a 1961
letter from Bakhtin to Vadim Kozhinov, in which Bakhtin writes:
[t]he Formal Method and Marxism and the Philosophy of Language are very
well known to me. Voloshinov and Medvedev are my late friends; during the
period when these books were written, we worked in the closest creative contact.
Moreover, at the basis of these books and my own work on Dostoevsky there is
a common conception of language ... It must be said however, that this common
conception and our working contact do not detract from the independence and
originality of each of these books.
A final, important disciplinary distinction, however, must also be drawn here between
Bakhtin and Vologinov, which is central to the linguistic orientation of this thesis, for as
Prior (2009: 278) points out, Bakhtin’s theorising “was grounded in literary issues,
rather than the linguistic, semiotic, psychological, and sociological perspectives that
Vologinov... engaged”. Having firmly established the authorship of the work I place as

foundational for dialogic theory, in the following sections of this chapter I set out the

dialogic approach developed in this thesis by drawing upon, critically evaluating and

of the philosopher of languages Anton Marty and Karl Biihler, as well as the influence
of Gestalt theory (2002: 55). Moreover, Brandist argues, given that as a postgraduate
Voloshinov was advised by the linguist and specialist on dialogue Lev Iakubinskii,
Brandist argues, “[i]t is therefore not surprising that the most significant work on Fhe
philosophy of language published in the period 1926-30 was composed by Voloshinov”
(2002:9).
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modifying the model of dialogism put forward by Volosinov ([1927] 1976, [1929]
1986). I begin by examining how Volo§inov develops his view of language by

critiquing what he sees as two main trends in linguistics.

3.2 Volosinov’s dialogism: critiquing the monologic model of language

Linell (2009: 35) argues that dialogism must be understood in contrast to
something else, and the theory dialogism counters is termed monologism. According to
Linell, monologism is an ontology, spanning Western philosophy and including
linguistics, that is closely linked to individualism (2009: 44). In monologism, human
beings are portrayed as autonomous, rational individuals, but this monologic ontology is
split between subjectivism and objectivism. Linell summarises how monologism
accounts for this subjective-objective split by conceiving of meaning-making as:

resulting from one of two sources. As far as language and language use are

concerned ... when we ask for what can be or is actually meant by verbal
utterances, there are two authorities we can turn to: the individual speakers and
the language system ... these are the sovereign ‘monological’ meaning-

determiners (2009: 35).

Indeed, it is the split between subjectivism and objectivism in monologic linguistic
models of language that Vologinov draws attention to, and it is the inadequacies of both

paradigms that he highlights in what he perceives to be the two major trends in Western

linguistics.

In his Marxism and the Philosophy of Language, Volo§inov ( [1929] 1986: 48)
challenges what he terms the “abstract objectivism” represented by Ferdinand de
Saussure and the “individualistic subjectivism” represented by Humboldt. VoloSinov
criticises abstract objectivism for its conceptualisation of language as a fixed, arbitrary,

system of grammatical, phonetic and lexical forms, and the consequent division of
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language into two categories, whereby langue (language system) is privileged over
parole (speech/utterance). VoloSinov argues that “abstract objectivism’, renders
insignificant the context of language use and the actual speakers: “it is exactly this
[language] system ... that becomes the essence of language; individual creative
refraction and variation of linguistic forms are ... only the mercurial and extraneous
overtones of the basic, fixed tone of linguistic forms™ ([1929] 1986: 57). In displacing
individual acts of speaking and specific situations and contexts, ‘abstract objectivism’,
Volosinov contends, cannot account for language change, divorcing language from its
historical and social settings. By contrast, Voloéinov writes, individualistic subjectivism
conceives of language as the “individual creative act of speech”, which is located in the
individual psyche: “[t]he laws of language creativity — and language is, it assumes, a
continuous process, an unceasing activity — are the laws of individual psychology”
([1929] 1986: 50). However, Volo$inov’s criticises individualistic subjectivism for its
“purely aesthetic conception of language” which, he argues, relies upon subjective
categories such as linguistic taste ([1929] 1986: 50-1). For Volo§inov, both schools of
thought are flawed. Abstract objectivism, Vologinov argues, “leads us away from the
living, dynamic reality of language and its social functions”, and individualistic
subjectivism’s definition of language as the utterance, which is an individual
phenomenon, fails to acknowledge that, VoloSinov contends, “ [¢/he utterance is a
social phenomenon” ([1929] 1986: 82, emphasis in original). This view of language as a
social phenomenon with its roots in social relations rather than a phenomenon of
individual cognition is important for this thesis, in that it begins to suggest that meaning
is not fixed; since individuals differ in their experience of social relations, meaning
differs accordingly. This view of the dynamic, social nature of language is elaborated
upon the first of the axiomatic principles that underpin Vologinov’s dialogism and the

dialogic view of language contained therein: semiotic mediation.
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3.2.1 The foundations of VoloSinov’s dialogism: semiotic mediation

VoloSinov begins the process of bringing together the individual and the social
in the concept of the ideological sign; as Gardiner (1992: 85) points out, for language to
be conceived of as social practice, “the abstract system of langue had to be ...

transformed from a purely mechanical signal-system to a ‘changeable and adaptable

sign’”. According to Volo$inov, whilst:
a physical body equals itself, so to speak; it does not signify anything but wholly
coincides with its particular, given nature ... [h]Jowever, any physical body may
be perceived as an image; for instance the image of natural inertia and necessity
embodied in that particular thing. Any such artistic-symbolic image to which a
particular physical object gives rise is already an ideological product. The
physical object is converted into a sign. Without ceasing to be a part of material
reality, such an object, to some degree, reflects and refracts another reality
([1929] 1986: 9).

He uses the example of bread and wine to demonstrate what Holborrow (2006: 11)
explains as his understanding of the “inherent dualism in signs”, the location of the sign

in the material world and its conceptual, interpretative, potential. According to
Volosinov, bread and wine can on the one hand “coincide with its particular given
nature”, as items of food, but on the other hand can become religious symbols (ibid.).
Renfrew (2006: 38) suggests that Volosinov’s insistence on the inherent duality of the
sign:
must not be confused with the later canonized separation of signifier and
signified, which form a whole ‘sign’, which in turn relates to a referent that 1s
external to it: this model specifically preserves only the materiality of the
referent, with which it is least concerned, and results in the disconjunction of the
sign from the ‘material reality” it represents or refracts (or, in fact, doesn’t).

Vologinov’s model, Renfrew points out, does not make such a separation (ibid.).

Indeed, Vologinov expresses the inherent duality of the sign thus:

[e]very ideological sign is not only a reflection, a shadow, of reality bqt it' is also
itself a material segment of that very reality. Every phenomenon functioning as
an ideological sign has some kind of material embodiment, whether in sound,
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physical mass, color, movements of the body, or the like ... [a] sign is a
phenomenon of the external world ([1929] 1986: 11).
In defining, then, an ideological sign as that which “possesses meaning: it represents,
depicts or stands for something lying outside itself”, Vologinov notes that a sign may
thus:
distort that reality or be true to it, or may perceive it from a special point of
view, and so forth. Every sign is subject to the criteria of ideological evaluation
(i.e., whether it is true, false, correct, fair, good, etc.). The domain of ideology
coincides with the domain of signs. They equate with one another. Whenever a

sign is present, ideology is present too. Everything ideological possesses
semiotic value (1986: 10, emphasis in original).

Within the domain of signs, or “the ideological sphere”, VoloSinov argues,
conceptual/interpretative differences exist; since the ideological sphere is “the domain
of the artistic image, the religious symbol, the scientific formula, and the judicial ruling,
etc.”, then, “[e]ach field of ideological creativity has its own kind of orientation toward
reality and each refracts reality in its own way” (1986: 10). For Volo8inov, “[tJhe word
is the ideological phenomenon par excellence ... the entire reality of the word is wholly
absorbed in its function of being a sign” (1986: 14). Here, Volo§inov is beginning to
map the complex relationship between ideas and society, language and ideology, but, as
Gardiner (1992) points out, Volosinov’s use of the word ideology differs from the way

in which Marx ([1846] 1976) employs the term.

For Marx ([1846] 1987), ideology refers to cognitive distortion, a false
consciousness which results from the obfuscation of the real conditions of the social
terrain, in order to legitimise class domination. However, VoloSinov’s use of the term
ideology, according to Gardiner, refers to the semiotic and linguistic processes
“whereby meaning or ‘value’ is conferred on the natural or social worlds” and is

therefore more generalised (1992: 13). Although VoloSinov does not explicitly put
88



forward his own definition of the term ideology, Gardiner sees a distinct difference
between Marx’s and Vologinov’s understanding of the concept. As Gardiner (1998: 65)
points out, in a Marxist conceptualisation, ideology is an epistemological category in
that it is a form of cognitive error, or in short false consciousness. Theorising ideology
as cognitive distortion locates ideology within the individual rather than social process,
and such an epistemological categorisation presupposes a form of non-ideological
knowledge. By contrast, Volo3inov’s’s use of the term suggests ideology as an

ontological category, and an irreducibly social phenomenon.

In his earlier Freudianism: a Marxist Critique (1927), Volo§inov makes clear
his dissatisfaction with conceptualisations of ideology as located within the individual:
[t]he abstract biological personality, the biological individuum, which has
become the alpha and omega of contemporary ideology, does not exist at all.
There is no person outside society and, therefore, outside objective socio-
economic conditions ( [1927] 1976: 15). *
It is in his Marxism and the Philosophy of Language that VoloSinov sets out his
conceptualisation of the constitution of the individual consciousness. According to
Volosinov, the understanding and the conferment of meaning is not a result of an inner
effect - of the individual consciousness, but “a response to a sign with signs” ([1929]
1986: 11). This response to a sign by “moving from sign to sign and then to a new sign,
is perfectly consistent and continuous: from one link of a semiotic nature (hence, also of
a material nature) we proceed uninterruptedly to another link of exactly the same
nature” ([1929] 1986: 11). This chain, Volosinov argues, is unbreakable: “nowhere does
the chain plunge into inner being, nonmaterial in nature and unembodied in signs”

(ibid.). Furthermore, for Volo$inov, understanding occurs in social interaction:“[s]igns

can arise only on interindividual territory ... [i]t is essential that the ... individuals are

4 1 return to this quotation later, given the issue of class raised by Vologinov therein.
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organized socially, that they comprise a group ... only then can the medium of signs take

shape between them” ([1929] 1986: 12).

For VoloSinov, there can be no ontological separation between the Marxist
concepts of base and superstructure: ideology has to be embedded in semiotic
material.*’ Indeed, Volosinov conceives of the consciousness as “tak[ing] shape and
being in the material of signs created by an organised group in the process of its social
intercourse™; without signs as carriers of meaning, there would be nothing left to
consciousness, and consciousness arises not as the spontaneous manifestation of some
individual spirit, but through signs which emerge in the process of interaction between
individuals who are socially organised ([1929] 1986: 12). Volosinov contends that the
word is not only the ideological sign par excellance but also the primary medium of
consciousness: the word is “the semiotic material of inner life” ([1929] 1986: 14). For
Volosinov, then, language plays a crucial role in society as the medium of both inner
and outer expression, that is, the making of meaning. However, VoloS§inov challenges
an individual-society binary opposition; in his work, the categories individual and
society are not conceptualised as mutually exclusiye (Holquist, 1994: 51). There is,
then, a distinction between a Marxist conceptualisation of ideology and the way in

which Volo§inov uses the term.

Vologinov’s approach to ideology is also distinctive in his subdivision of
ideology into two types. In order to highlight what Rampton (2006: 225) terms "the

fluidity of the movement between what might [be] loosely called ‘activity' and

* Marx ([1846] 1987) used the metaphor of base and superstructure to characterise tl}e
relationship between society’s relations of production: upon the economic base is built
the superstructure of politics, law, and ideology.
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'ideology"”, Volo$inov makes a distinction between behavioural and established

ideology. Whereas established ideologies are "systems of social ethics, science, art and
religions", behavioural ideology, Vologinov contends, "is that atmosphere of
unsystemized and unfixed inner and outer speech which endows our every instance of
behaviour and action and our every "conscious" state with meaning" (1986: 91). A
further subdivision is also necessary, but this time within the category of behavioural
ideology: "[w]e must distinguish several different strata in behavioural ideology. These
strata are defined by the social scale on which experience and expression are measured,
or by the social forces with respect to which they must directly orient
themselves"([1929]1986: 92). These two strata are of a lower and upper order:
[t]he lowest, most fluid, and quickly changing stratum of behavioural ideology
consists of [...] those vague and undeveloped experiences, thoughts, and idle,
accidental words that flash across our minds [...] [n]eedless to say, it would be a
practical impossibility to descry in any one such accidental experience or
expression its socioeconomic premises ([1929]1986: 92).
The upper strata, Volo§inov contends, are "the ones directly linked with ideological
systems", they are:
more vital, more serious and bear a creative character. Compared to an
established ideology, they are a great deal more mobile and sensitive: they
convey changes in the socioeconomic basis more quickly and more vividly.
Here precisely is where those creative energies build up through whose agency
partial or radical restructuring of ideological systems comes about. Newly
emerging social forces find ideological expression and take shape first in these
upper strata of behavioural ideology before they can succeed in dominating the
arena of some organized, official ideology. Of course, in the process of this
struggle, in the process of their gradual infiltration into ideological organizations
(the press, literature, and science), these new currents in behavioural ideology,
no matter how revolutionary they may be, undergo the influence of the

established ideological systems and, to some extent, incorporate forms,
ideological practices, and approaches already in stock ([1929]1986: 92).

Volosinov’s dialogism proposes, then, that knowledge is partially socially shared, and is
contextualised; as Linell (2009: 241) puts it, knowledge about the world is “socially
generated, socially sustained, socially negotiated, transformed, confirmed and

censored”. Markova (2007: 17) summarises the dialogic perspective thus, it:
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entails that words and symbols do not function as parts of normative
mechanisms in which information signs have a-priori specified and strictly
codified semantic contents. Nevertheless, history and culture make demands on
dialogical forms of thinking and communicating and constrain them in specific
ways.
That dialogism sees meaning as an emergent phenomenon that occurs at the interface
between individuals and their environments is particularly important for this thesis’s
rejection of the tendency in chick lit scholarship to locate chick lit’s meanings as fixed
on the pages of the novels themselves. The complexity of the social nature of language

is further captured in Volo8inov’s theorisation of its other-orientation and addressivity,

the second and third core principles of dialogism.

3.2.2 The foundations of VoloSinov’s dialogism: other-orientation and addressivity

For Volosinov, given that signs only arise and are understood in the interaction
b

of socially organised individuals, language, the word, is “oriented towards an addressee’

([1929] 1986: 86, emphasis in original). A word, according to VoloS§inov, is:

determined equally by whose word it is and for whom it is meant ... [e]ach and
every word expresses the “one” in relation to the “other.” I give myself verbal
shape from another’s point of view, ultimately, from the point of view of the
community to which I belong. A word is a bridge thrown between myself and
another (ibid., emphasis in original).
Vologinov conceives of this equal determination thus: the addressee could be of the
same social group as the speaker/addresser or not, of higher or lower social status, or a
person with whom the speaker/addresser has close ties (for example, mother, sister,
daughter) whilst the addresser/speaker “presuppose[s] a certain typical and stabilized
social purview toward which the ideological creativity of [their] own social group and
time is oriented” ([1929] 1986: 85). The individual in VoloSinov’s’s theorisation is

clearly not a Cartesian subject, as the individual belongs to a concrete socio-cultural,
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historical milieu that is socially organised; in other words, from a dialogic perspective,
the individual is socioculturally embedded. In Volosinov’s’s theorisation, construction,
which, as Linell (2005: 41) notes, refers to the idea that “the human subject ‘constructs’
or ‘interacts with’ the environment as part of his or her cognitive activities and in
accumulating knowledge of the world”, is achieved not solely by individuals qua the
individual, but by individuals as members of groups and communities. However, it is at
this point that Volo§inov’s work needs some modification, since, I would argue,
VoloSinov’s conceptualisation of ‘others’ and ‘communities’ and the concept of shared,
and socially shared, knowledge implied by the term social purview becomes vague and
requires further theorisation. The second part of this chapter thus sets out the theoretical
modifications to Volo§inov’s dialogism necessary to address these theoretical

shortcomings.

3.3 Modifying VoloSinov’s dialogism: others, groups, communities, values and
social knowledge

This part of the chapter sets out the modifications to Vologinov’s dialogism that
it is argued are necessary to attend to his theoretically inadequate conceptualisations of
what constitutes social grouping and shared, social, knowledge. However, the first of
the modifications to Vologinov’s dialogism to be elaborated relates to his

conceptualisation of other orientation.

3.3.1 Modifying VoloSinov’s dialogism: other-orientation

As Linell (2009: 99) points out, the concept of the other is more complex than
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Just the mutual co-presence of at least two individuals in real time, in a real place. Linell
proposes the addition of the notion of third parties as a more complex account of other-
orientation. A third party, according to Linell, “might be either a specific third, a
particular individual or community of individuals, or it might be an abstract
(generalized) third” and thus the distinction becomes one between what he terms
“concrete” third parties and “abstract” third parties (2009: 100). Concrete third parties
are physically present in the interactional situation, and may well contribute verbally to
the communicative activity. For Linell, this type of third party that may be oriented to
by speakers, even indirectly, is represented by mediators, interpreters, adjudicators and
chair persons. I would suggest that one could productively add here Bell’s (1984)
categories in his audience design, by which Bell means the speech style a speaker
adopts in order to accommodate their addressee. Bell’s model of audience design
distinguishes four categories of audience type that speakers might orient to in their
speech style, and distinguishes these audience categories according to three criteria:
whether the addressee is known to be part of the interactional situation, ratified, or their
presence is acknowledged, and addressed, or spoken with directly. Addressees have the
most impact upon how an individual talks because these are the individuals one talks
directly with, in Bell’s terms this audience category is known, ratified and addressed;
auditors are known and ratified but not directly addressed; overhearers are known, but
not ratified and addressed; and eavesdroppers are non-ratified listeners of whom the
speaker is unaware. Linell goes further, however, in that he brings into play the category

of absent third parties.

According to Linell, concrete but absent third parties to which a speaker may
indirectly orient include what he refers to as a “remote audience™ which results in a

“split audience design” (2009: 101). The example Linell gives for the concrete but
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absent third party that results in such a split audience design is that of televised talk
shows. These types of broadcast, Linell argues, give rise to a situation where attention
needs to be paid to what the interlocutors say, or might say, who are physically co-
present in the studio, to the overhearing audience also present in the studio, as well as to
the absent television audience. Linell also proposes a second category of concrete but
absent third parties that generalises to a much wider range of situations: “I say things to
you here-and-now, and at the same time directly to all those with whom you might talk
in the future, and these thirds will talk with others with yet other thirds in mind, in
principle infinitely” (2009: 101). Whilst I do not disagree with Linell’s suggestion here,
I would suggest that this description of possible speaker orientation implies the potential
for a constantly attentive, vigilant and self-monitoring speaker. I would argue that it is
important to bear in mind that numerous factors such as feeling distracted from
concentrating solely or fully upon the interaction occurring can potentially impact upon
speaking and interpreting, and thus keeping in mind such distant, although Linell argues
concrete, additional others might not always occur. Linell’s notion of abstract third
parties is, I would argue, more theoretically convincing and of particular interest to the
concern with the impact of societal beliefs and values upon the ways in which the

meanings of chick lit are constructed and negotiated.

Abstract third parties include what Linell terms virtual (imagined) participants
and generalised voices (2009: 102-3). Virtual participants are individuals or groups who
are not present in the interactional situation, but they are talked about whether through
quotation or allusion. Linell sub-categorises virtual participants into actual individuals,
partly constructed collectivities and constructed collectives. Actual individuals, or
groups, are named by interlocutors, whilst partly constructed collectives (e.g. ‘the

media’, ‘the politicians’, and constructed collectives (e.g. ‘the people’) are not named
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but alluded to in some other way (2009: 102). However, Linell points out that these
latter two categories, partly constructed collectives and constructed collectives, may
also be considered as generalised voices. The category of generalised voices is the most
abstract of the third party categories, and Linell argues that chief among this category
are professions and institutions which:
may show up as perspectives or identities (voices) ... [sJome generalized thirds
may be partly or wholly constructed collectives ... includ[ing] sectors of society,
such as science (or “scientists”), the media, the church, the legal system, the
banking system, the market, and the state bureaucracy (2009:103).
These voices, Linell argues, are anonymous and/or disguised, and although they are
integrated into communicative acts, “parties to communication do not explicitly
mention or thematize them” (ibid.). These notions of perspectivity and voice are crucial
to dialogism. Prior (2001) points out that the notion of voice as social rather than
individual is a familiar one, but unlike Linell he suggests that abstract third parties can
indeed be explicitly referred to; Prior writes:
we do have an everyday notion of collective voices. The notion of collective
voice is expressed in common expressions, both directly (e.g., the voice of the
people, of a generation, of reason) and indirectly (e.g., “the people called for ...”
or “Science tells us ...”) (2001: 60).
Regardless of its direct or indirect expression, as Linell points out, in this more abstract
sense voice can be conceived of as a “perspective on a topical domain” (2009: 116). In
this conceptualisation, however, a single individual may appropriate or express several
different voices, as there is, Linell points out, no one-to-one correspondence between
voice and person (2009: 117). As Markova (2007: 61) puts it, dialogism recognises “the
heterogeneity of the speaker™: one perspective may be voiced by many and a single
speaker can speak from different perspectives and evoke different voices in any one and
the same interaction. A dialogic perspective is thus particularly important for this thesis

as yet again meaning-making and meaning-attribution is a dynamic phenomenon that

cannot be fixed and determined.
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Ideas, opinions and perspectives on topical domains are Vologinov points out,
socially generated through interaction, and, he argues, “any word used in actual speech
possesses not only theme and meaning in the referential, or content, sense of these
words, but value judgement ... there is no such thing as a word without evaluative
accent” ([1929] 1986: 103). For Volosinov, then, each act of speaking involves making
some kind of judgement, reflecting some kind of evaluative framework, and signalling
one’s own perspective in relation to it. This process of accentuation is not only
dependent upon the context within which the utterance is enunciated, but ultimately
dependent on shared values, beliefs and perspectives; as Vologinov writes:

[r]eferential meaning is moulded by evaluation; it is evaluation, after all, which

determines that a particular referential meaning may enter the purview of

speakers - both the immediate purview and the broader social purview of the

particular social group ([1929] 1986: 105).

Whilst VoloSinov argues that speakers “presuppose a certain typical and stabilized
social purview toward which the ideological creativity of [their] own social group and
time is oriented”, since sense-making is linked to evaluation, dialogism can encompass
alterity as well as the similarity and commonality assumed in the intersubjectivity of
other-orientedness ([1929] 1986: 85). As Linell (2009: 85) points out, alterity implies
that the other often holds a perspective different to one’s own, providing opportunities
for the individual to reflect upon points-of-view unfamiliar to one’s own, thereby
countering the possibility of solipsism in the notion of the perspectivity of experience.
This link between sense-making and evaluation is particularly important for this thesis
since one of its major aims is concerned with how chick lit is evaluated. However,
whilst, following Gardiner (1999), I have thus far implied that social purview connotes

values, beliefs and assumptions, in Volo§inov’s work the term is left undefined and

therefore insufficiently explained, and thus requires clarification and modification.
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Shukman (1983: 155) defines purview as “[t]he field of vision of any one person
or social group. The notion includes beliefs and assumptions as well as what is
physically visible”. Clearly there are two issues within the notion of social purview: the
individual and the group. In terms of the individual, a clearer example of Vologinov’s
thinking is provided in his essay ‘Discourse in Life and Discourse in Poetry’ ([1926]
1983). As Brandist (2004) points out, Volo3inov makes a distinction between non-
verbal context and linguistic context as sources for the interpretation of language.
Volosinov describes a scene thus: “[a] couple are sitting in a room. They are silent. One
says ‘Well!”. The other says nothing in reply” ([1926] 1983: 10). This exchange,
Volosinov argues, is meaningless for those not in the room at the time, including the
analyst, since inspecting “the purely verbal part of the utterance” is inadequate ([1926]
1983: 11). In order to analyse the exchange, he argues, the non-verbal context needs to
be taken into account:

[a]t the moment of the exchange both individuals glanced at the window and
saw that it was snowing. Both knew that it was already May and long since time
for spring, and finally, that they were both sick of the protracted winter. Both
were waiting for the spring and were annoyed by the late snowfall. The
utterance depends directly on this — on what is ‘visible to both’ (the snowflakes
beyond the window), what was ‘known to both’ (the date was May), and what
was ‘similarly evaluated’ (boredom with winter, longing for spring); and all this
was grasped in the actual meaning of the utterance ... [nJow once we have been
introduced to what was ‘implied’, that is, to the common spatial and semantic
purview of the speakers, we understood perfectly the integral meaning of the
utterance well (ibid; emphasis in original).

Pateman (1989: 209) argues that the central idea in Volo§inov’s example is that:

context is to be defined in terms of assumptions which the speaker makes about
what the hearer knows or believes, including assumptions about the hearer's
assumptions about the speaker's knowledge and beliefs. So defined, the speaker's
utterance is shaped by and responds to context - in other words, to the hearer
who, in this sense, is present ... in the utterance. If all utterances are context
bound in this specific kind of way, then all speech (and all written text) is
dialogic in the sense that it responds if not to an actual hearer then to
assumptions about an actual or potential hearer, addressee or audience.
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Toolan (1996: 153), however, argues that there are some “questionable assumptions
‘about shared knowledge” in Vologinov’s analysis, as it is predicated upon his own,
rather than the participants’, interpretation of the covert meaning of the word ‘well’ in
the exchange. I would argue, however, that a more theoretically convincing account of
utterance comprehension can be developed by incorporating insights from relevance
theory. This is not, however, a simple task, since as Linell (2009) points out, relevance
theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1995), is monologic rather than dialogic. Therefore the
model of relevance theory drawn on here is a modified one.*

3.3.2 Modifying VoloSinov’s dialogism: utterance comprehension, shared
knowledge and relevance theory

Sperber and Wilson’s (1995) relevance theory posits that successful
communication between two people can never be guaranteed because we do not have
direct access to one another’s thoughts. For Sperber and Wilson, relevance theory
jettisons the code model of communication; rather than assuming that the interpretation
of an utterance entails both decoding, or recovering what is said by a speaker, and
inferencing, or recovering what is meant by a speaker, Sperber and Wilson argue that all
utterance interpretation is inferential. The concept of decoding is, they argue, ineffective
because no word carries a single, fixed, referent, a position which accords well with
Vologinov’s. Instead, Sperber and Wilson develop what they term an ostensive-
inferential model of communication:

[i]nferential communication and ostension are one and the same process, but

seen from two different points of view: that of the communicator who is
involved in ostension and that of the audience that is involved in inference (1995:

54).

%6 1t is not my intention to proffer a new model of relevance theory. Therefore, coupled
with the space restraints of the thesis, the ensuing modifications are not extensively

argued.
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Ostension is posited as “behaviour that makes manifest the intention to make something
manifest” thus comprising two layers of information (1995: 49). Sperber and Wilson
give the example of a woman on holiday who, upon exiting her hotel in light summer
clothing, is met by a man who grimaces and points to the overcast sky (1995: 51).
According to ostensive behaviour, the two layers of evidence in this example are firstly,
the evidence that it is about to rain and secondly, the intention to communicate that
evidence. In this example, the woman leaving the hotel makes a hypothesis about the
man’s intended meaning because she assumes that he intends to communicate

something.

Utterance comprehension, according to Sperber and Wilson, is governed by one
principle, relevance, since “[iJnformation processing involves effort: it will only be
undertaken in the expectation of some reward” (1995: 49). Sperber and Wilson argue
that what is communicated in verbal interaction is a set of assumptions that are made
manifest to the hearer in different degrees. According to Sperber and Wilson, when
interpreting an utterance, hearers begin from the assumption that the speaker intends it
to be relevant to them, and they then search for a context in which the contextual effects
are relatively large but the processing effort relatively low, whilst speakers must
hypothesise about the hearer’s cognitive environment as they attempt to ensure that

what they communicate is relevant.

Sperber and Wilson’s concern with both speaker and addressee, along with the
centrality of hypotheses, I suggest, might appear to suggest some similarities with
Vologinov’s’s concern with language as other-oriented and always addressed to another
party, whether real or imagined. Brandist (2004), however, argues that Voloinov slides

too easily between semantic and pragmatic meaning, effectively conflating them; but, I
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would argue that VoloSinov re-orients this distinction to one between socially organised
persons. This alternative move, I would argue, is not incompatible with relevance theory:
the semantics/pragmatics distinction in relevance theory is, as Carston (2002: 11) points
out, seen as a distinction that has more of a close corollary with two types of cognitive
rather than linguistic performance: decoding and inference. Volo$inov’s distinction
between socially organised individuals is also predicated upon cognitive performance,
for, in Volo§inov’s conceptualisation, what we say is based upon our Ayporheses about
the addressee, whether the addressee is real or imagined. However, in Volo$inov’s
theorisation, cognitive performance does not have its basis in the individual psyche.
Indeed, through Volo$inov’s dialogism we can see the cognitive through the lens of the

social.

Returning to Volos$inov’s discussion of the ‘exchange’ between the couple
where one states ‘well’ whilst the other remains silent, VoloSinov writes of the
participants’ spatial and semantic purview, but he also stresses the importance of the
wider, social, indexical field in his conceptualisation of social purview. As Collins
(1999: 139) observes, for Volosinov language use is “an inherently value-laden activity
[involving] taking positions and making judgements about things that matter in the
world”; Vologinov’s writes: “[i]n actuality, we never say or hear words, we say and hear
what is true or false, good or bad, important or unimportant, pleasant or unpleasant and
so on” (1986: 70, emphasis in original). It would seem that there are some parallels here

between Vologinov’s view and Sperber and Wilson’s (1995: 86) notion of conceptual

address:

[cloncepts ... are psychological objects considered at a fairly abstract le\fel.
Formally, we assume that each concept consists of a label, or address, which
performs two different and complementary functions. First, it appears as an
address in memory, a heading under which various types of information can be
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stored and retrieved. Second, it may appear as a constituent of a logical form, to
whose presence the deductive rules may be sensitive. These functions are
complementary in the following sense: when the address of a certain concept
appears in a logical form being processed, access is given to the various types of
information stored in memory at that address.

A conceptual address, according to Sperber and Wilson, can store three types of

information:

The logical entry for a concept consists of a set of deductive rules which apply
to logical forms of which that concept is a constituent. The encyclopaedic entry
contains information about the extension and/or denotation of the concept: that
is, about the objects, events and/or properties which instantiate it. The lexical
entry contains information about the natural-language counterpart of the
concept: the word or phrase of natural language which expresses it (1995: 86;
emphasis in original).

It is the encyclopaedic entry that is particularly important for dialogism; utterance

comprehension, as Volosinov sees it, is mediated by the importance attached to things,

events and meanings according to social grouping, since Volo$inov argues that:
[e]ven though we sometimes have pretensions to experiencing and saying things
urbi et orbi, actually, of course, we envision this “world at large” through the
prism of the concrete social milieu surrounding us ... we presuppose a certain
typical and stabilized social purview toward which the ideological creativity of
our own social group and time is oriented ... [t]he immediate social situation
and the broader social milieu determine ... the structure of an utterance ([1929]
1986: 85-6; emphasis in original).

On this view, how individuals represent the world to themselves is not a ‘free for all’ for

the atomistic individual, in complete control of their behaviour (Mills, 2003a: 31).

Vologinov, I would argue, offers a necessary corrective to what I would suggest
is a myopic focus on the individual in relevance theory, for as Mills (2003a: 62) points
out, an individual’s cognitive processing does not take place in a vacuum. Greenall
(2002: 196) argues that the experiencing subject in Sperber and Wilson’s theory is mind
and reason-driven, a private individual who is only incidentally social, motivated
instead by the desire to fulfil their own personal needs — immediate processing

gratification. Thus, one could argue, Sperber and Wilson’s theoretical paradigm is
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essentially monological, and the figure of the Cartesian subject looms large within it.
However, from a dialogic perspective, individuals also have interests, attitudes and
perspectives that are shared by members of the social groups to which they belong.
What is necessary, Greenall argues, is to take into account the notion that relevance is
socially regulated. In order to do so, Greenall (2002: 185-197) distinguishes between
the relevance theory of Sperber and Wilson that, Greenall suggests, is based on
objective relevance theory, and subjective relevance theory exemplified by Schutz and
Luckmann (1973). Whilst in objective relevance theory something (a proposition) is
relevant to something (a proposition), in subjective relevance theory, Greenall contends,
something (an utterance or an object) is relevant to someone. The focus in subjective
relevance theory is upon the criteria by which elements enter the attentional focus of the

individual (Greenall, 2002: 185-6).

Schutz and Luckmann (1973) argue that the individual creates meaning by
recourse to a-stock of socially structured experientiél knowledge that provides her/him
with three types of relevance: thematic relevance, interpretational relevance and
motivational relevance. Thematic relevance refers to an element of context that has
topical relevance for an experiencing subject, in a given situation, because of its
unfamiliarity, or that it has an unusual property. Interpretational relevance refers to an
element of context that is of importance to the individual for its capacity to solve a
problem of interpretation. Motivational relevance refers to an element of context that
has the property to assist the individual in their short or long-term purposes or goals.
Furthermore, these forms of relevance are of two types. Relevance can be imposed; for
example, in the case of imposed thematic relevance, it is the unfamiliarity of an object
or an utterance that is surprising and grabs one’s attention. By contrast, relevance can be

motivated, as individuals choose the aspect of context that they wish to pay attention to.
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This motivation is split between motivation to turn one’s attention to an act or utterance
in order to fulfil a goal, and motivation to attend to an act or utterance because of an

attitude, such as like, dislike or interest, towards or against it.

I agree with Greenall’s (2002: 200) argument, that what Schultz and Luckmann
provide is an opportunity to see that relevance has multiple, social, constraints, and that
not all kinds of relevance seem to be required in each and every situation. However, I
would argue that the implication in Schultz and Luckmann’s relevance theory is that the
individual’s stock of social knowledge is somewhat static, and yet, as I have pointed out
in section 3.5, dialogism emphasises the centrality of evaluation in the creation of
socially generated knowledge that is also negotiated, contested and transformed. Indeed,
what I have not made clear thus far, is how a dialogical conceptualisation of socially
shared knowledge is constituted. Volo§inov’s notion of social purview as beliefs,
assumptions and values of both the broader social milieu and of the social group to
which one belongs, provides the starting point but requires modification in order, I

would suggest, to bring to light its explanatory potential.

In Volosinov’s work the notion of social grouping is problematically restricted.
As I have suggested, Volosinov positions class as the defining factor in determining
one’s social group, and therefore the key influence on how an individual speaks and
interprets. In his Freudianism: a Marxist Critique, Vologinov’s view of the centrality of
class in society is evident:

[t]here is no person outside society and, therefore, outside objective socio-

economic conditions ... Only as part of a social whole, in class and through
class, does a human  personality become historically real and culturally

productive ([1927] 1976: 15).
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The significance of class is similarly evident in Volo$inov’s Marxism and the
Philosophy of Language; he argues:
[c]lass does not coincide with the sign community, i.e., with the community
which is the totality of users of the same set of signs for ideological
communication. Thus various different classes will use one and the same
language. As a result, differently oriented accents intersect in every ideological
sign. Sign becomes an arena of the class struggle ([1929] 1986: 23).
Class, is, however, but one variable that impacts upon individuals; a myopic focus upon
class fails to take into account that gender, along with sexuality, race, ethnicity, age and
dis/ability also affect the ways in which the individual speaks and interprets.
Furthermore, as Thompson (1991: 8) points out, class is not a ‘thing’; it is neither a
structure nor a category, but can be more productively conceptualised:
as something that in fact happens ... in human relationships ... class happens
when some [people], as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared),
feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as
against other [people] whose interests are different from ... theirs”.
Mills (2003a) provides a useful addition to this notion of class as relational
phenomenon that I would argue provides a more sophisticated notion of class for
Volosinov’s theorisation of language; Mills argues that class,
is also a way of being categorised by others. Classifying someone as being from
the working classes may well be a part of a process of excluding that person
from access to certain affiliations or privileges. Here, one’s notion of another’s
class is based on stereotypes of the working class (2003a: 47).
Mills’s conceptualisation of class as a categorisation links particularly well to
Volo§inov’s theorisation of language as a value-laden activity involving position taking.
However, the ways in which identities are constructed, and the ways in which
individuals speak and interpret, are far more complex than the impact of how one
categorises oneself in terms of class, or how one is categorised as belonging to a
particular class. Furthermore, as Toolan (1996: 50) points out, some beliefs and

assumptions are “undoubtedly more authoritative ... than others”, but there is a lack of

attention in Vologinov’s work to the question of how social purviews come about and
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have any form of authority. This under-theorisation, I suggest, can be addressed by a
critical engagement with and modification of Linell’s (2009) concept of double

dialogicality.

3.3.3 Modifying VoloSinov’s dialogism: Double dialogicality as sociocultural
practices and resources for meaning-making

As I noted in chapter one, sectionl.1.2 of this thesis, Brandist (2002, 2004a,
2004b) has consistently argued that Volos§inov’s dialogism has an interactional bias that
separates social interaction from sociocultural structures, and it is this very issue that
double dialogicality addresses. According to Linell (2009: 53), double dialogicality
refers to the necessity to view an act or an utterance “both in its singularity and in its
wider sociocultural and historical belongingness”. In other words, double dialogicality
is concerned with both situated interaction and sociocultural resources for meaning-
making, and sees dialogue as taking place not only within exchanges between co-
present participants but also in sociocultural practices. At the level of praxis, Linell
contends, social acts and activities, communities and institutions, transcend situations
and belong instead to what he terms situation-transcending traditions, involving the use
of sociocultural resources for meaning-making which include, “language, concepts,
knowledge about the world, identities and norms ... that govern expectations and efforts
for meaning in concrete situations™ (2009: 49). Indeed, Vologinov stresses the social
embeddedness of the dialogical subject, for as he argues, cognition and communication
are imbued with, and penetrated by, social influences. Markova (2003:4) stresses the

centrality of social knowledge for the social life of humans, as she argues that:

[o]ur ability to understand and evaluate events ... is an essential aspect of '
commonly shared social knowledge ... ‘social knowledge’ can refer to all kinds
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of knowing in our everyday life, like common sense, formation and
transformation of concepts and social representations, ‘know how’ skills,
managing interpersonal interactions and relations, among others. Social
knowledge is knowledge in communication and knowledge in action. There can
be no social knowledge unless formed, maintained, diffused and transformed
within society, either between individuals or between individuals and groups,
sub groups and cultures.

There appears to be some parallels with Markova’s argument here and Vologinov’s
dialogism. However, it is in the notion of the ordering of social knowledge that
theoretical gaps and omissions loom large in Vologinov’s work. Fully conceptualising
double dialogicality in terms of situation-transcending traditions and practices and
sociocultural resources for meaning-making, Linell argues, involves engagement with

what Foucault (1972, 1981) theorises as discourses and discursive structures.

3.3.4 Ordering sociocultural resources for meaning-making: Discursive structures

As I have noted above, Linell (2009) suggests that engaging with Foucault’s
conceptualisation of discourse and discursive structures provides a way to conceive of
sociocultural practices and resources for meaning-making, although Linell makes little,
sustained, attempt to make clear exactly how such an engagement might be

conceptualised (2009: 249). Mills (1997: 17) points out that Foucault sees discourse in

the following way:

as ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault,
1972: 49). In this sense, a discourse is something which produces something else
(an utterance, a concept, an effect), rather than something which exists in and of
itself and which can be analysed in isolation. A discursive structure can be
detected because of the systemacity of the ideas, opinions, concepts, ways of
thinking and behaving which are formed within a particular context, and because
of the effects of those ways of thinking and behaving.

Foucault (1972: 47) argues that madness, for example, “was constituted by all that was
said in all the statements that named it, divided it up, described it, explained it, traced its

developments, indicated its various correlations, judged it, and possibly gave it speech
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by articulating, in its name, discourses that were taken to be its own”. For Foucault
(1981: 57), however, there are differences in the types of discourse, with some more
enduring than others:
we may suspect that in all societies, with great consistency, a kind of gradation
among discourses: those which are said in the ordinary course of days and
exchanges, and which vanish as soon as they are pronounced; and those which
give rise to a certain number of new speech acts which take them up, transform
them or speak of them, in short, those discourses which, over and above their
formulation, are said indefinitely, and are to be said again.
According to Foucault, then, discourses structure the individual’s sense of reality, of the
world, of oneself, and of others, and therefore the ordering human beings impose on the
world is through the categorisation and interpretation of objects and experiences
according to the discursive structures available to them (Mills, 2004b: 46). Whilst I do
not intend to claim that the trajectories of Foucault’s and Volo§inov’s work are entirely
compatible, there are some initial grounds for seeing connections between Volo§inov’s
work and Foucault’s concept of discourse. As Danow (1991: 18) points out, the word
slovo used by VoloSinov can be translated from Russian to mean either ‘word’ or
‘discourse’, but he argues, “the two are essentially interchangeable, since a single word
may in a given situation represent an entire discourse bearing its own ideology, intent or
special meaning”. A further connection between Vologinov’s work and the concept of
discourse, I would suggest, lies in the resemblance between Volo§inov’s distinction
between behavioural ideology as ‘activity’, as speech, and established ideology as

“systems of social ethics, science, art and religions” (Volosinov, [1929] 1986: 91), and

Cameron and Kulick's (2003: 16) discussion of discourse:

For linguists, ‘discourse’ is ‘language in use’ — a discourse analyst differs from a
syntactician or a formal semanticist in studying not the internal workings qf
some language system ... but the way meaning is produced when a language 1s
used in particular contexts for particular purposes. For critical theorists, on the
other hand, ‘discourses’ are sets of propositions in circulation about a particular
phenomenon. ... Although the two definitions of ‘discourse’ are different, it is
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not difficult to make connections between them. On the one hand, the critical
theorist’s ‘discourses’ clearly involve the linguist’s ‘discourse’: the practices
that form the objects of which they speak (or write) are to a significant extent
language-dependent practices of definition, classification, explanation and
justification. On the other hand, the instances of language-use studied by
linguists under the heading of ‘discourse’ are socially situated, and must be
interpreted in relation to ‘discourses’ in the critical theorist’s sense ... we think
of [the two definitions] as mutually implicated.

What, however, is at issue here is Cameron and Kulick’s description of discourses, for
critical theorists, as “sets of propositions in circulation” (ibid.). This description ignores
the institutional supports that valorise and bolster such propositions, and thus Cameron
and Kulick’s description fails to communicate Foucault’s conceptualisation of
discursive structures as mechanisms of social power.*” Holborrow (2006: 2), however,
points out that Foucault’s theorisation allows for the potential to give language alone the
weight of social power “as if language produced comparable effects to wars, plunder or
disease”. It is a straightforward conflation of language and discourse that I wish to avoid
in this thesis. As Clark (2007: 68-79) argues, Foucault’s argument rests upon the
combination of conceptual systems that must be in place and that must be validated and
sustained in order to operate as mechanisms of social power in daily life. Clark contends
that in his work on sexuality, for example, Foucault describes a shift in the way in
which sexuality was thought about but he also articulates the means by which this
conceptual system was validated by detailing a set of procedures for producing the

‘truth of sex’ (2007: 69).

Foucault does, however, choose to de-centre the subject in his discourse theory,

and instead focuses upon the production and circulation of knowledge that led to the

47 There has been much debate about the terms discourse and ideology, with sc.holars
such as Eagleton (1991) and Fairclough (1992) using both terms in tandem (Mills,
2004b: 41).
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notion of subjectivity itself; Foucault writes: “[o]ne has to dispense with the constituent
subject, to get rid of the subject itself, that’s to say to arrive at an analysis which can
account for the constitution of the subject within a historical framework” (1980: 59).
This de-centering, or in effect, erasure, of the subject is problematic for dialogism, since,
Linell argues, from a dialogic perspective individuals are “not entirely at the mercy of
social and discursive forces” (2009: 112, my emphasis). As King (2004: 57) argues,
Foucault ignores the specifically social aspect of human existence, that it is humans
who “mutually establish and sustain appropriate forms of conduct in reference to one
another ... members of a society sustain their social relations with each other ...
agreeing to certain forms of conduct” (2004: 57). However, it is, I suggest, useful to see
Foucault’s notion of discourse as held in tension with the potential for individual
creativity. As Mills (2003a: 24) points out:
it is important to distinguish between those utterances which can be seen to be
relatively creative and those which are more recycled or which seem to be
determined by agencies outside the individual her/himself. We need to be aware
of utterances having a history outside the individual.
In order to mitigate against presenting a view of the subject as merely the effect of
discursive structures, whilst maintaining the importance of sociocultural resources for
meaning-making in the concept of double dialogicality, it is, I suggest, productive to
align Volo$inov’s conceptualisation of the other-orientedness of language with both
Bourdieu's (1990; 1991) (modified) notion of habitus, and the development in
sociolinguistics of the notion of the community of practice (CoP) 8 Making these
modifications, I would argue, has two implications. Firstly, drawing upon the notion of

habitus firmly positions the concept of practice within the theoretical terrain, a concept

48 Clark (2007: 64) makes the distinction between the community of practice quel
used as an explanatory tool and as a methodological tool. I use the CofP model in both
senses, here as a way of theoretically extending the notion of community in
Vologinov’s dialogism, and as a methodology, albeit in modified form, in chapter four.
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that is absent from Foucault’s discourse theory (Clark, 2007: 74-75). Secondly, draWing
upon the notions of habitus and communities of practice adds clarity and theoretical
sophistication to Volo$inov’s reference to the importance of social groups and
communities, circumventing any potential slide to viewing the subject engaged in self-

construction in isolation.
3.3.5 Structuring sociocultural resources for meaning-making: Habitus

In his The Logic of Practice, Bourdieu (1990) sees structure as partially taken
for granted and partly unconscious; as King (2004: 58) puts it, instead of following
abstract social rules, individuals have an understanding of what is appropriate and
acceptable so that a rule is followed in a particular way. The key concept in such a
perspective is, for Bourdieu, what he terms habitus. Bourdieu defines habitus as
“systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to
function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize
practices and representations”, but which are “[o]bjectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’
without being in any way the product of obedience to rules” (1990: 52). As Bucholtz
(1999: 205) notes, Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as both cognitive and linguistic
structures thus refers to “the set of dispositions to act (e.g. speak, walk, read or eat) in
particular ways which are inculcated through implicit and explicit socialization”. These
dispositions are linked to class, but the concept can be usefully extended to encompass a
wider range of dispositions including, for example, gender. Indeed, Webb, Schirato and
Danaher (2002: 40) point out that whilst habitus is informed by class positions, the
concept is certainly not completely explicable in terms of class affiliation. The habitus,
according to Bourdieu, orients the individual’s actions and dispositions without being

entirely determining, giving the individual a ‘feel for the game’ (Mills, 2003a: 35). In
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his Language and Symbolic Power, however, Bourdieu (1<991: 14) notes that this ‘feel
for the game’ “should be seen, not as the product of the habitus as such, but as the
product of the relation between the habitus on the one hand and the specific social
context or fields within which individuals act on the other”.* Mills (2003a: 35) points
out that Bourdieu’s habitus constitutes a “weaker, more mediated model of
determinism”, in that individuals negotiate with “what other people think and what
others consider acceptable” and their own perception of what it appropriate behaviour

for them.

The orientedness of habitus, the importance of others, and the notion of
negotiation aligns well with VoloSinov’s view of the social nature of language. Whilst
the habitus orients the individual according to the availability of cognitive and linguistic
dispositions linked to social dimensions such as class and gender, what I would argue
that Volosinov’s dialogic perspective adds to the concept is a further qualification of the
external definition of what is appropriate or tolerable. This qualification emerges in the
centrality of the notion of the hypothesis in Volo§inov’s dialogism. As Mills succinctly
puts it, for VoloSinov:

what we say is very much dependent on what we think the other person is likely

to accept or understand, or what we think others expect from us or would like to

hear; this notion of the other person is a hypothesis on our part and is not the
same as the hearer’s real wishes or views of the speaker (2003a: 26-7).

Eelen (1999) also draws upon the notion of the hypothesis in his modification of
Bourdieu’s habitus. According to Eelen, habitus can capture variability, as it is
“uniquely placed to account for the co-occurance of regularity with individual
variability”; this comes about since, Eelen argues,

[on] the one hand, collective history creates a ‘common’ world in which each

41 return to Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of field in chapter five of this thesis.
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[individual is embedded. On the other hand, each individual also has a unique
individual history, and experiences the ‘common’ world from this unique
position. The common world is thus never identical for everyone. It is
essentially fragmented, distributed over a constellation of unique positions and
unique perspectives. In this way habitus succeeds in specifying a set of
principles of production of social action that engenders a world of unique human
beings, a dynamic world of variability and coordinated subjectivity (1999: 222-
3).

Eelan’s modification of habitus, moreover, dovetails with Vologinov’s central concern

with other-orientation. Whilst as Mills (2003a) points out, society is in many ways a

fictitious body, as Eelen (1999; 223) argues in his modification of Bourdieu’s notion of

habitus that we can conceptualise the construction of a ‘common’ world:
[t]he indiviual’s concept of a generalized Other, which is formed on the basis of
contact with specific Others as well as through the media (TV, newspapers,
books, movies, etc.) also combines commonality with individuality. It is formed
from the perspective of a unique social position, but consists of information
about other people and about the social world in general. Thus each individual
has knowledge of many ‘other’ opinions and norms available in the world,
which can engender abstractions about certain social ‘facts’ ... [a]s the basis on
which people form their opinions, this knowledge then functions as both a
constraining and an enabling factor.

This theoretical move is important since, as I argued in chapter one, postfeminist

discourse has emerged as a dominating discursive system which has achieved

systemacity through its suffusion across contemporary Western media forms, and thus

. . o qe . 50
provides a set of rules and resources which may have some effect on individuals.

Bucholtz (1999: 205), however, considers Bourdieu’s notion of habitus in need

of modification, since, she argues, habitus presents the speaker as passive:

59 Moran’s (2011) assessment of the importance of taking note of the media for
contemporary feminism is, I suggest, timely and cogent. She argues that “[i]n the
interregnum between female emancipation, and female politicians, businesswomen and
artists finally coming into true equality, celebrity culture is the forum in which we .
currently inspect and debate the lives, roles and aspirations of women ... it is the main
place where our perception of women is currently being formed” (2011:247).

113



[a]lthough speakers are not bound by their habitus, which is inflected by the
particular context in which it occurs, the tendency is to act in accordance with
what has been naturalized as appropriate. Bourdieu sees the individual, then,
more as a product of social structure than as a free agent. Practice at the local
level — especially linguistic practice, which is embedded in the class habitus of
the standard and the non-standard — is primarily in the business of reproducing
existing social arrangements.

I would argue that aligning Bourdieu’s notion of habitus with Volo$inov’s

conceptualisation of the social nature of language presents the speaker as more dynamic

and agentive. Yet, Bucholtz (1999: 210) argues that “identities are rooted in actions

rather than categories”, and because of this stress should be placed on capturing “the

multiplicity of identities at work in specific speech situations” (1999: 210). Bucholtz

thus advocates employing the community of practice model I briefly discussed in

chapter one, section 1.2.3.4, as a methodological tool. In the next section, I consider the

usefulness of the community of practice approach as a theoretical, explanatory, tool for

further modifying Volo§inov’s reliance on a singular, homogenous notion of community

as the social dimension of class. As Wenger (1998: 6) states:

[w]e all belong to communities of practice. At home, at work, at school, in our
hobbies — we all belong to several communities of practice at any given time.
And the communities of practice to which we belong change over the course of
our lives. In fact, communities of practice are everywhere.”'

>t is important to note here that Volosinov does suggest that a variety of social
collectivities impact upon what individuals say and how they say it, somewhat

prefiguring the notion of the community of practice. In his Marxism and the Philosophy
of Language, Vologinov ([1929] 1986: 20) discusses the concept of speech genre; he
argues that “each social group has had and has its own repertoire of speech forms for
ideological communication in human behaviour, each set of cognate forms, i.e., each
behavioural speech genre, has its own corresponding set of themes”. Expanding upon

the notion of speech genres, Volo§inov continues:

[W]hen social custom and circumstances have fixed and stabilized certain forms
in behavioural interchange to some appreciable degree ... one [can] speak of
specific types of structure in genres of behavioural speech. So, for instance, an
entirely special type of structure has been worked out for the genre of the light
and casual causerie of the drawing room where everyone “feels at home” and
where the basic differentiation within the gathering (the audience) is that
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As I'will go on to argue, however, the notion of communities of practice is not without

its conceptual and analytical problems.

3.3.6 Co-constructing social norms and values: Communities of Practice

Originally developed as a pedagogical approach (Wenger, 1998) and drawn

between men and women. Here we find devised special forms of insinuation,
half-sayings, allusions to little tales of an intentionally nonserious character, and
so on. A different type of structure is worked out in the case of conversation
between husband and wife, brother and sister, etc. In the case where a random
assortment of people gathers — while waiting in a line or conducting some
business — statements and exchanges of words will start and finish and be
constructed in another, completely different way. Village sewing circles, urban
carouses, workers’ lunchtime chats, etc., will all have their own types ... [t]he
production processes of labor and the processes of commerce know different
forms for constructing utterances ([1929] 1986: 96-7).

This broadening out of the notion of community is important, as is the development of
the key notion of the speech genre, a concept that Volosinov applies to his
methodological principles for the analysis of a work of art and its reception, a set of
methodological prescriptions that, as I point out in chapter four section 4.1, are
important for this thesis. However, these insights are not developed across Vologinov’s
work. Instead, across Volo§inov’s oeuvre there is a clear emphasis on class as the
overarching determining factor in utterance production and comprehension. As I
pointed out in section 3.3.2 of this chapter (pp.103-4), VoloS$inov stresses the
importance of class in both his Marxism and the Philosophy of Language and his
Freudianism: A Marxist Critique, but I would suggest that Volosinov’s strongest
statement regarding class is made in his three papers published in 1930 for the journal
Literaturnaia Ucheba (Alpatov, 2004: 71), particularly in his article entitled “The word
and its social function”:

[T]he class membership of the speaker organizes the stylistic structure of the
utterance ... The class ideology permeates from within (by means of intonation,
the choice and disposition of the words) every verbal construction and, not

only by its content, but in  its very form expresses and realizes the
relationship of the speaker to the world and other people, the relationship to the
situation and the given audience ... the words of the speaker are always
permeated with views, opinions, evaluations which, in the final analysis, are
inevitably conditioned by class relations ([1930] 1983: 140-144).
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upon and modified in linguistics (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 1999; Holmes and

Meyerhoff, 1999; Bucholtz, 1999), a community of practice is defined as:

...an aggregate of people who come together on a regular basis to engage in
some enterprise (...) In the course of their engagement, the community of
practice develops ways of doing things — practices. And these practices involve
the construction of a shared orientation to the world around them — a tacit
definition of themselves in relation to each other, and in relation to other
communities of practice (Eckert 2005: 16).

Bucholtz argues that a CoP approach offers a nuanced and theoretically satisfying
model, because it “allows researchers to examine, in a theoretically adequate way, both
the actions of individuals and the structures that are thereby produced and reproduced,
resisted and subverted” (Bucholtz 1999: 207). It is the CoP approach that Bucholtz
(1999) uses in her study of nerd girls in an American high school, a group of high

school members she presents as a counter-cultural group (1999: 211).

Explaining how nerd girls negotiate one particular aspect of their nerd identity,
Bucholtz states:

[fJor girls, nerd identity also offers an alternative to the pressures of hegemonic
femininity — an ideological construct that is at best incompatible with, and at
worst hostile to, female intellectual ability. Nerd girls’ conscious opposition to
this ideology is evident in every aspect of their lives, from language to hexis to
other aspects of self-presentation. Where cool girls aim for either cuteness or
sophistication in their personal style, nerd girls aim for silliness. Cool girls play
soccer or basketball; nerd girls play badminton. Cool girls read fashion
magazines; nerd girls read novels. Cool girls wear tight T-shirts, and either very
tight or very baggy jeans; nerd girls wear  shirts and jeans that are neither
tight nor extremely baggy. Cool girls wear pastels or dark tones; nerd girls wear
bright primary colors. But these practices are specific to individuals; they are
engaged in by particular nerd girls, not all of them (1999: 213).

Here, then, Bucholtz's study provides an insight into how the nerd girls differentially
construct their gender identity within the community of practice, and this participant-

oriented focus is important for this thesis because, as I stated in chapter two, it is these

local practices and co-constructions of meaning that are missing from studies of chick
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lit.%2 Furthermore, as an explanatory concept, the CofP entails a more nuanced
understanding of community and community practices than the notion of community as

social class in Volo§inov’s work.

Drawing upon the notion of communities of practice adds a theoretical nuance
and sophistication to Volosinov’s theorisation by making the notion of community
complex: individuals are conceived of as engaging with multiple communities, with
norms, meanings and values appropriate for each CoP co-constructed by that particular
group’s members. On the other hand, however, drawing upon these theoretical and
explanatory notions focuses upon contingent social interactions and that would seem to
undo, or at least to problematise, Volo$inov’s’s central dictum: that a clear distinction
between the individual and society is erroneous since the individual’s use of language is
mediated by the availability of expressions and meanings circulating at a particular time.
Bucholtz’s insight into the negotiations of nerd girls with notions of femininity is
limited to local community practices; in other words, the ways of ‘doing’ femininity
with which the nerd girls negotiate are those manifest in the school context, but the
relationship between the local community and wider societal notions of femininity

remains undertheorised and unanalysed.

This is one of the central issues with using a community of practice approach, as

it is designed to deal with the individual and thus it becomes “extremely difficult ... to

52 As Clark (2007: 61) notes in her succinct summary of the study, Bucholtz’s analysis
“operates on two levels. First, she identifies what she calls the ‘identity practices’ of
nerds, which include both linguistic practices ... and other types of practice ... These
are contrasted to the practices of mainstream high school groups. Second, she focuses
on a particular friendship group of nerds, which she identifies as a community of

practice”.
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discuss the impact of the values of the wider society” (Mills, 2008: 28). In her work on
gender, language and politeness, Mills (2003a; 2011a) is critical of the ways in which
the community of practice model has been employed. Care needs to be taken, Mills
(2011a: 73) argues, when scholars focus upon the level of a community of practice (CoP)
in order to analyse politeness:

[e]ach CoP does not invent politeness norms from scratch, and the influence of
the social norms as a whole and the norms developed within other CoPs needs to
be considered. Politeness should be seen as a set of resources, which is evaluated
in a slightly different way within each Community of Practice. However ... the
set of resources is shared to a lesser or greater extent across the society, but is
evaluated and inflected in slightly different ways within each CoP ... Politeness
is a local negotiation of norms which are assumed by individuals to exist at the
social or cultural level. Even if these norms are fictional, (and they generally
are) they can still be assumed to have an effect.

Significantly for this thesis’s concern with evaluation, Mills goes on to state that:

[w]hat needs to be recognised is that a statement about politeness is a judgement
of someone’s behaviour ... A decision to be polite is an evaluation of one’s own
position in the CoP and constitutes a display of that assessment to the rest of the
group ... If we accept that politeness is a judgement rather than being inherent
in utterances, then we need to focus our attention on the evaluations which each
particular CoP makes of politeness resources which are available to them ... A
judgement of politeness or impoliteness does not, after all, evolve from nothing;
it is based on hypothesised norms of what society as a whole, and the particular
CoP judge to be polite or impolite (2011a: 74).

Mills’s argument is wider in its import than a concern with politeness; these criticisms
of the community of practice model hold in general and in particular in studies of
language and gender. Eckert and McConnel-Ginet (2007: 28) express disappointment in
the ways in which the community of practice model has been employed by language
and gender scholars, as they argue that the model seems to have been used “with no
reference to how their practice actually connects them to the wider world or to a wider
discourses of gender and sexuality”. This lack of theorisation of the relationship

between the community of practice and the wider society, indeed of society itself, is
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problematic for the approach taken in this thesis, not least because I argue that broader
meaning making practices and regimes of value that circulate around chick lit impact
upon what these novels are taken to mean and what form of value these novels, and
their readers, are assigned. Eckert and McConnel-Ginet argue that the field needs to
expand the concept of the community of practice:
in two directions: 1) the comparative direction examines different but similar
kinds of practice to explore generalisations about how practice contributes to the
linguistic construction of gender ... 2) the relational direction locates
communities of practice in relation to a world beyond — to other communities of
practice, to social networks, to institutions (e.g. schools, churches prisons) and
to more imagined global communities (e.g. nations, women) (2007: 27).
This thesis is concerned with the second of these expanded directions: the relational
direction. In so doing, as Mills argues, what needs to be considered within community
of practice work is:
the role of external forces in the shaping of our notions of what is appropriate
within Communities of Practice, and these external forces can be explicitly
ideological, for example ideologies of femininity and masculinity which are
manifested outside the particular CoP (in for example advertising, literature and

the media), but which influence our thinking about our own position within
CoPs (2011a: 79).

Whilst I agree with Mills’s position, and it is clear that the aim is to bring a concern
with wider societal norms to a predominant and problematic focus on contingent
interactions in a particular CoP, I suggest that the phrase “external forces” needs some
amendment since it implies a dichotomy between structure and agency (ibid.). As the
concept of double dialogicality and the drawing together of Volosinov, Foucault and
Bourdieu demonstrates, ideology does indeed influence what we think and say, how we
conceptualise what is appropriate, and what we do in our daily practices, but this
influence is not solely an external imposition. Rather, it is a more complex process

emerging from the dynamic interplay between situated interactions and sociocultural

resources and practices.
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34 Summary

This chapter has set out the theoretical framework developed in this thesis, and
that underpins its concern with meaning-making. The foundations for this theoretical
framework are located in dialogism as an epistemological approach to conceptualising
the complex processes of human sense-making in and through language, in cognition,
communication and action (Linell, 2009: 28-9). In particular, it is the model of language
and communication put forward by the dialogist Volosinov that is centrally placed
within the theoretical approach developed here, according to which human meaning-
making is semiotically mediated, interactional and contextual. The dialogic framework
developed in this chapter, however, modifies Volo$inov’s dialogism in order to address
the theoretical shortcomings that arise from his inadequate theorising of what
constitutes social grouping, how socially shared knowledge is structured, and how the
relations between the individual and socio-cultural structures are conceptualised.
Accordingly, elements of additional theoretical perspectives are integrated in to the
framework in order to more adequately theorise how social knowledge is
sociohistorically ordered; how particular aspects of social knowledge become stable and
durable through implicit and explicit socialisation, and how individuals actively engage
with the co-construction of shared norms and values across multiple communities with

which they are engaged in their daily life.

There are four, interrelated, implications for the conceptualisation of meaning-
making that arise from the dialogic approach put forward in this chapter, and that give
substance to the concerns of this thesis to examine how chick lit is made meaningful in
multiple and complex ways. Firstly, meaning is not conceptualised as a purely

cognitive phenomenon. Secondly, meaning-making cannot be understood in either
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subjective or objective terms, as meaning arises from the interplay between individuals
and their environments. Thirdly, meaning does not reside in lexical items or a language
system; from a dialogic perspective, lexical resources have meaning potentials that are
generated in combination with relevant contexts and contextual resources, which
include the sociocultural resources of double dialogicality. Finally, meaning-making is
intrinsically linked to evaluation. In the next chapter, I set out the methodological and
analytical framework that is developed in this thesis in order to provide a means for

exploring these dynamic and complex ways through which meanings emerge.
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Chapter 4

Analytical framework: Dialogic discourse analysis

4.0 Introduction

I argued in chapter three, sections 3.0 and 3.4 of this thesis that as an
epistemological framework for human sense-making, dialogism provides theoretical
substance for the concerns in this thesis to reject a fixed and static conceptualisation of
the location of the meanings that accrue to a cultural object. It is dialogism’s
conceptualisation of meaning as semiotically mediated, dynamic, emergent and
embedded in social life that, I argued, is particularly important for the aims in this thesis
to conceive of the construction and negotiation of meaning in a broad, multifaceted
way. This chapter sets out the methodological and analytical framework developed in
this thesis as a means to apply these theoretical insights, in order to explore the complex
ways in which chick lit’s meanings are constructed, interpreted and negotiated. The
method of analysis put forward in this chapter is broadly conceived of as a dialogic

discourse analysis.

The conceptualisation and development of a specifically termed dialogic
discourse analysis™ has been undertaken by a small but growing number of scholars,
and applied to both written texts and situated interaction (e.g. Larrain and Medina,
2007; Linell, 2009; Markova et al, 2007; Martinez, Tomicic and Medina, 2012;

Nystrand, 2002). Although there is no agreed upon configuration of analytical tools or

531 have been careful here to refer to specifically named versions of dialogical discourse
analysis, as a number of scholars have positioned their work as a dialogic analysis,
without recourse to the term discourse (e.g. Gongalves and Ribeiro, 2012; Leiman,
2012).
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procedures,’* the form of dialogical discourse analysis that most clearly shapes the
framework developed in this thesis is the triple layered analysis developed by Markova
et al (2007), which attempts to capture the dynamics of topics and themes that arise in
situated interaction, and their relations to socially shared knowledge. In this chapter
there is not, however, a straightforward application of Markova et al’s analytical model.
The dialogical discourse analysis developed here differs from the analytical models put
forward to date, since, in keeping with the concerns of this thesis’s theoretical
development of dialogism to conceptualise the complex relations between the individual
and social structures, it is designed to analyse both social interaction and socio-cultural
and socio-economic practices, and focuses specifically on the analysis of a cultural

form.

This chapter has a two part structure; such a division is necessary since the
framework developed here needs to address both methodological and analytical issues.
The first part of the chapter describes the methodology develbped for the framework
and its analytical trajectories. Section 4.1 sets out the existing methods suggested by
Volosinov ([1929] 1986) for the analysis of a cultural object/form. However, having
identified a number of shortcomings in the elements of the model proposed, section 4.2
introduces the paradigm that is positioned as the organising methodology for this thesis.
As I noted in chapter one, section 1.3 of this thesis, the circuit of culture model (du Gay

et al, 1997) takes into account the impact of multiple spheres in producing a full and

5 Despite this lack of cohesion and consensus, however, a number of these versions ofa
dialogic discourse analysis share an analytical focus upon sequence organisation, and
specifically employ Conversation Analysis as a method of analysing conversational
sequencing ( Linell, 2009; Larrain and Medina, 2007; Martinez, Tomicic and Medina,
2012). CA tools and concepts are also employed in the dialogic discourse analysis
developed here.
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coherent account of the meanings which arise from and circulate around a popular
cultural form, demonstrating the integrated relationship between producers and

consumers.

Having outlined the structure and concerns of the circuit and culture model and
its attention to both production and reception, the next two sections elucidate the
approaches taken to data associated with each sphere. Section 4.3 sets out the
approaches taken to the reception data gathered in this thesis, which consists of data
from one-to-one interviews with chick lit readers and a reading group meeting. This
section begins by discussing the scholarly debate concerning the use of interview data,
in order to describe the approach to interviews taken here, that, following Benwell
(2005), sees such data as situated accounts rather than transparent reports. The
discussion then turns to the approach taken to the reading group data: a communities of
practice approach (CoP). As I noted in chapter one, section 1.2.3.4, a CoP approach
focuses on interaction at the level of the community, and attempts to describe the effect

1.5° However, the CoP model is modified in order to

of group values on the individua
better suit the practices of a group engaged in a conceptual rather than a concrete
endeavour, by drawing on an alternative but compatible conceptualisation of a
community of interest (Col). The final section of this first part of the chapter, section
4.4, sets out the approach chosen to attend to production data, a critical political
economy approach to the cultural industries (Miége, 1987, 1989) that provides a set of

analytical trajectories to interrogate how texts take the form that they do, focusing upon

industry specific, economic and social relations of production.

55 The concept of a community of practice is also drawn upon in chapter three, section
3.3.6 of this thesis, but there it is employed as a theoretical concept in order to
complexify Volo§inov’s restricted conceptualisation of social grouping.
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The second part of this chapter attends to the analytical tools and concepts that
are employed in the form of dialogic discourse analysis developed here. The model of
dialogical discourse analysis constructed by Markova ef al (2007) is positioned as a
foundational paradigm for this thesis, since its concern with both social interaction and
the expression of socially shared knowledge is relevant to the aim within this thesis to
explore the reception of chick lit by both individuals and groups, and the ways in which
societal norms, beliefs and values impact upon their evaluations. Section 4.5 of this
chapter thus explains the three, interrelated, analytical levels that are constitutive of
Markovi et al’s model, as it attempts to capture the dynamics of the topics that arise in
situated interaction and their relations to socially shared knowledge. However, it is not
Markova et al’s intention to provide an analytical toolkit, but rather their aim is to
highlight the various interactional features of focus group data concerned with group
dynamics, the circulation of ideas and the expression of social knowledge that can be
captured by adopting a dialogic perspective (2007: 5 1).%® Furthermore, whilst Markova
et al’s model is specifically concerned with focus group data, the concerns of this thesis
lie with the meaning-making, value-constituting, webs that circulate around a cultural
form. The dialogic discourse analysis developed in this chapter thus differs from
Markova et al’s model in the tools and concepts deployed to analyse the links between
the circulation of ideas and the expression of socially shared kﬁowledge that Markova et
al propose. Section 4.6 sets out these alternative concepts which are employed to,
firstly, place emphasis on the dialogic view of meaning-making as intrinsically

evaluative through the concept of stance-taking (Du Bois, 2007), appraisal theory and

% Grossen (2007: 51) points out that Markova, Linell, Salazar Orvig and herself employ
only those analytical concepts that they are familiar with through their own work. These
analytical concepts include Goffman’s (1974, 1981) concepts of footing and framing
and his notion of participation frameworks, communicative activity types (Linell, 1998)
and speaker positioning.
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the language of evaluation (Martin and White, 2005), taste (Bourdieu, 2004) and
regimes of value (Bennet, Emmison and Frow, 1999); and secondly, through the theory
of rapport management (Spencer-Oatey, 2008), to attend to the ways in which
participants not only position themselves, but also construct and maintain social
relationships as they manage situated interaction; a diagram of the composition of these

elements is presented in figure 3 below.

Figure 3
Dialogic Discourse Analysis
Interaction The circulation of Socially shared
Level: ideas knowledge
Zor(l);/ . Applied Rapport Stance Appraisal: Taste
oncept: CA Management the and
language Regimes
of of
evaluation Value

The components of the model of dialogical discourse analysis.

This chapter begins, however, with the issue of a dialogic methodology.

4.1 A dialogic methodology

In his recent discussion of dialogism, Linell (2009: 244) suggests that it may
well “appear that dialogism focuses mainly on talk-in-interaction and dialogue between
mutually co-present individuals”, but, as he points out, a number of dialogicians have
in fact concentrated upon written texts (e.g. Nystrand, 2002). I would argue that

Vologinov’s theorisation of language and communication is not, as Jones and
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Collins (2006a: 47) put it:

about boiling particular utterances, texts, and documents down to some mythical
residue of stable and constantly reproducible forms and meanings but about
finding and understanding the distinctive contribution that the relevant parties
make by their situated communicative conduct to a developing sphere of activity
or engagement. This means finding ways to discover the relevant factual
relations—the interconnections, transitions, and contradictions—between the
communicative conduct of the communicators and everything else that is going
on in the developing and changing “integrated continuum” of practices.

Volosinov ([1929: 1986: 95) includes the consideration of a cultural object, particularly
books, in his methodology, as he states that:
[a] book, i.e., a verbal performance in print, is also an element of verbal
communication. It is something discussable in actual, real-life dialogue, but
aside from that, it is calculated for active perception, involving attentive reading
and inner responsiveness, and for organized, printed reaction in the various
forms devised by the particular sphere of verbal communication in question
(book reviews, critical surveys, defining influence on subsequent works, and
so on) ... the printed verbal performance engages, as it were, in ideological
colloquy of large scale.
I would argue, however, that what Volo§inov misses out here is the production
processes that are underpinned by a concern with conceptualising the group of readers
that will engage in 'active perception' of the book, and how this segmentation and
targeting is used as a marketing strategy. The circuit of culture paradigm has been
developed as an analytical model which attempts to provide a heuristic device to locate

the complex, multiple, ways in which the meanings of a cultural object are

constructed.’® Drawing upon the circuit of culture model is, I suggest, a beneficial step

>7 Although Jones and Collins (2006) are concerned here with the theoretical insights of
integrational linguistics as developed and described by Harris (1996), the explanatory
power of their comments is useful for the dialogic approach undertaken in this thesis
since in the article from which this quotation is taken, Jones and Collins directly refer to
Volosinov’s theorisation of language and communication in order to expound their
position.

*® The issue of methodology in Volosinov’s work is problematic. It is important to note
that Vologinov does offer a set of methodological prescriptions that he argues are

necessary in order to re-orient linguistic research in general. Volo§inov contends that:
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in putting into practice Volo§inov’s methodology in a way that considers a fuller range

the methodologically based order of study of language ought to be: (1) the forms
and types of verbal interaction in connection with their concrete conditions; (2)
forms of particular utterances, of particular speech performances, as elements of
a closely linked interaction — i.e., the genres of speech performance in human
behaviour and ideological creativity as determined by verbal interaction; (3) a
re-examination, on this new basis, of language forms in their usual linguistic
presentation ([1929] 1986: 95-6).

However, the potential insights of this re-orientation of linguistic research are not borne
out, since Volosinov fails to provide any concrete examples of how such a methodology
would be put into practice. Furthermore, referring, methodologically, to the ways one
can analyse the meanings of a cultural object, VoloSinov does briefly discuss the
importance of production practices and processes, although his position is inconsistent
and therefore unclear. Volo$inov ([1927] 1976: 115) first appears to dismiss analysis of
the publishing industry, as he argues that “[t]here is nothing more perilous to conceive
of [the] subtle social structure of verbal creativity as analogous with the conscious and
cynical speculations of the bourgeois publisher who “calculates the prospects of the
book market”, and to apply to the characterization of the immanent structure of a work
categories of the “supply-demand” type”. However, Volo§inov then goes on to
acknowledge the importance of considering the economics of the book market whilst
distinguishing between the impact of production practices and the more important role
of reader response, ending with a statement of the importance of the impact of the book
market according to disciplinary specialism that renders the analysis of production
practices and processes extraneous:

[u]nder the conditions of the bourgeois economy, the book market does, of
course, “regulate” writers, but this is not in any way to be identified with the
regulative role of the listener as a constant structural element in artistic
creativity. For a historian of literature of the capitalist era, the market is a very
important factor, but for theoretical poetics, which studies the basic ideological
structure of art, that external factor is irrelevant (ibid.).

It would seem that for Volo$inov, the regulation of verbal creativity lies in reception,
but as I will argue in chapter five of this thesis, contemporary publishing has undergone
a number of developments not least of which is the increased stress on marketing, which
has impacted markedly on what is produced by the industry and how audiences are
conceived of. Linell (2009), whilst not referring specifically to VoloSinov, states that
there are two dialogic methods for analysing a cultural form such as a book, although he
does not provide any indication of how such methods should be put into practice; the
first method would analyse contexts of both production and reception, whilst the second
would study the text itself from a dialogic perspective by looking at the textual evidence
for intertextuality and polyvocality, and this latter approach corresponds with the
concerns of the feminist dialogic approach put forward by Bauer (1991) and Pearce
(1994). This thesis attempts the former approach.
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of practices that create and communicate the meanings and value of a cultural object

such as a book.

4.2 The circuit of culture model as an organising methodology

Since the ‘cultural turn>>® of the early 1980s, contemporary cultural studies
conceptualises culture as a process, a set of practices concerned with producing and
communicating meaning, rather than a set of ‘things’ such as novels, TV programmes,
and so on (Hall, 1997: 2-3). Thus, from this perspective ‘things’, in themselves, have no
single, fixed meaning. This has led to a complex view of where the meanings of a
cultural object are located. Du Gay et al (1997) argue that a full and coherent account of
the meanings which arise from a popular cultural form requires a theoretical paradigm
which assumes an interconnected and overlapping set of sites and practices. The “circuit
of culture” paradigm Du Gay et al propose identifies five key processes and practices
which overlap and interconnect in complex ways to produce meanings: representation,
identity, production, consumption and regulation (Du Gay et al, 1997: 3).%° The
paradigm suggests a set of fluid interrelations between the construction of meanings
through representational systems of language and/or semiotics; the meanings and
practices associated with the cultural object in its production and marketing; the
identities or subject-positions that are produced within and by representational systems;

the ways in which consumers use and take up a cultural product and how this

contributes to the identity of the consumer, which then feeds back into the production

> Ray and Sayer (1999: 1) note that “one of the most striking features of social science
at the end of the twentieth century has been the growth of interest in culture and a turn
away from economy”. They argue that this cultural turn includes “a turn towards
discourse and away from materialism and the Marxist-inspired political economy [with
its concern with] the persistence of economic forces and problems” (ibid.).

60 See chapter one, section 1.3 of this thesis for a diagram of the circuit of culture.
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process; and finally, how the meanings (and I would add the identities) associated with
the product, and the product itself are regulated in culture. Thus, as Hall (1997: 4)
argues, within the circuit of culture paradigm, “the question of meaning arises in
relation to all the different ... practices” and therefore he postulates that meaning is
constituted in a wider and more complex way than a focus on the text alone allows for.
Moreover, such an approach emphasises the active role of participants and practices in

the creation and negotiation of meaning.

The circuit of culture model allows for a complex and nuanced interrogation of
the meanings of chick lit outside the boundaries of the text. Yet, the circuit of culture
model is not without its shortcomings. In her work on the reception of men's magazines,
Benwell (2005: 149) takes to task the circuit of culture model for its limitations; she
argues this paradigm is weakened, firstly, by its failure to examine consumers’ own
accounts of the ways in which they use a cultural object, and secondly, Du Gay et al's
application of the model neglects to undertake a linguistic analysis of the discourses
circulating around the object (Benwell, 2005: 149). Barker (2008: 167) makes the point
that “discourse work needs always to be conducted within an explicit recognition that
talk of all kinds arises within the circuit of culture”, and Allington (2011: 132) neatly
summarises the issue thus:

[o]bservation of real-world cultural practices is necessary if theoretical models

of cultural process are to be anything more than speculations. But theoretical

models of cultural process ... would seem no less necessary if we are to make
any useful sense of the real-world cultural practices we observe (including those
practices that involve talk about cultural practices).

The combination of data gathering sites and analytical methods undertaken in this thesis

aims to address the issues Allington identifies by focusing on consumption and

production. I discuss these data sets in the next section, beginning with reception data.
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4.3 Approach to reception data

4.3.1 Interviews

It is necessary to briefly discuss the use of interview data because as Edley and
Litosseliti (2010) point out, the use of research interviews has been robustly criticised,
particularly by Potter and Hepburn (2005) and Silverman (2006). Potter and Hepburn
(2005) consider interview and focus group data as compromised due to its artificiality,
favouring instead what they term ‘naturally occurring data’. For Potter and Hepburn,
interview data is problematic for several reasons. Firstly, they argue that the interview is
bound up with the researcher's agendas and categories. Secondly, they point out that
often, volunteers are asked to participate in order to talk about a particular, given, topic,
and thus often attend the interview/focus group under the perception that they must
speak on behalf of the group/person/’category’ that is central to the research. Thirdly,
Potter and Hepburn consider interview and focus group data problematic because it is
the researcher’s concerns that are foregrounded, due to the scripting of questions (ibid.).
Similarly, for Silverman (2006) data emanating from interviews and focus groups is
problematic because it is 'manufactured’. Furthermore, Silverman argues, the theoretical
approach taken to interview data impacts upon how this data is analysed. It is, he
contends, important to consider the status accorded to interview data, and he

distinguishes three approaches: positivism, emotionalism and constructionism.

The positivist's use of standardised interviews is criticised because the positivist
belief that interviews are about eliciting and ascertaining facts and/or beliefs leads to an
emphasis on the referential function of language. The emotionalist approach to
interview data is criticised for its ‘humanistic’ position, with its assumption of the

immediacy, authenticity and therefore the validity of subjective accounts of experience.
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The constructionist approach, an approach which is taken in this thesis, fares slightly
better in Silverman's analysis due to its concomitant concern with how interview
participants co-construct meaning and the concern to render this in transcription;
however, Silverman does note that constructionism has been criticised for its potential
narrow focus on conversational skills rather than the content of the interviews. In
response to both Silverman, and Potter and Hepburn, Edley and Litosseliti (2010: 165)
point out that there are some valid reasons for seeing the use of interviews and focus
groups as legitimate and valuable research methods. It is entirely feasible, Edley and
Litoseliti note, that a researcher might record multiple hours of casual conversation
without encountering a single reference to the topic they are interested in, and therefore
for issues of economy and time, interviews are useful (2010: 164). They argue that on
the condition that they are understood as interactional events, interviews can be used for
examining a whole range of issues, particularly for examining the content of peoples’
talk as well as for seeing how peoples’ responses or narratives are constructed (ibid.).
Indeed, Benwell’s (2003, 2005) work on men’s lifestyle magazines has produced
valuable insights into the reading practices of readers of these magazines through the
use of interviews, and following Benwell, I view the interview data analysed in this

thesis as “a situated account rather than a transparent report of reception” (2005: 147).

The interviews I conducted were semi-structured, in that I designed a set of
questions and topics that provided guidance for each of the two interview discussions.
Each interview was, however, approached in a flexible manner, since my intention was
to engage each interviewee in a conversation-style interview in order to elicit as much
information as poséible. As Mullany (2007: 65) points out, “[a] conversational style

interview, if conducted in a co-operative manner, may ... result in the interview being
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more informal”. One interview lasted for forty five minutes, whilst the other lasted one
and a half hours; in both interviews I focused on three topics: the genre’s relationship to
feminism, its female protagonists and its thematic concern with romance, but one
interviewee in particular mainly managed topic selection and change. In analysis of the
interviews, all data including the interviewer’s contributions are transcribed and
considered, in keeping with seeing the interviews as situated accounts rather than
transparent reports. A dual focus on the content and construction of talk is maintained in

the second reception data-set: the reading, or book, group.

4.3.2 Reading Groups

Hartley (2001) has pointed to the increasing popularity of reading groups in the
twenty-first century, estimating that in 2001 in the U.K. some 50,000 people belonged
to reading groups. Peplow (2011: 2) suggests that reading groups have since grown in
popularity, evidenced by a number of factors: firstly, in the U.K. most broadsheet
newspapers now run book clubs, secondly, Richard Madeley and Judy Finnegan have
hosted a highly popular book club on television since 2004%! | and thirdly, there has

been a British sitcom about reading groups entitled The Book Group.®* Academic

6! Rehberg Sedo (2011: 7) describes the format of the Richard and Judy Book Club
thus: “[j]oined by two celebrity guest reviewers, the hosts introduced selected books
chosen from more than 600 submitted by UK publishers to the show’s producer. At the
end of the season, and in conjunction with the British Book Awards, the book club
concluded with viewers choosing Richard and Judy’s Best Read of the Year. Borrowing
and adapting key elements from Oprah’s Book Club, such as the in-studio book
discussion and the opinions of ‘real’ face-to-face book clubs, the husband and wife team
became hugely important actors in the contemporary literary print culture field”.

%21 would add to Peplow’s argument for the increasing popularity of reading groups the
example of the U.K. Channel 4 television book club entitled The TV Book Club (and
presumably a competitor for the Madely and Finnegan club).From 2010-2012, The TV
Book Club aired weekly during the summer on the U.K’s Channel 4 television; the
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interest in reading groups has also been increasing. From the ground-breaking studies of
Radway (1987) on the romance reader and the sociology of book groups, and Long
(1992) on the concept of reading as a collective activity®’, a number of scholars have
focused explicitly on empirical work with groups of readers rather than the individual
reader (Devlin-Glass, 2001: 572). Hartley (2001) conducted research with over 350
reading groups, observing book group meetings and undertaking interviews with group
members, whilst Devlin-Glass (2001) examined the reading practices and tastes of a

much smaller sample of women’s book groups in Australia.

A further upsurge in academic interest in reading groups has occurred more
recently, particularly with the emergence of two major funded studies. The Discourse
of Reading Groups project has begun to publish its findings on the importance of
reading groups in contemporary Britain, focussing in particular on the ways in which
interpretations of books come about in the groups, and how argumentation occurs
within the group meetings (Allington, 2011; Allington and Swann, 2009; O’Halloran,
2011; Swann and Allington, 2009). The Devolving Diasporas study has similarly begun
to publish its findings on the reception of diasporic fiction in book groups around the
world (Benwell, 2009). The special journal issue of Language and Literature (2009)
also showcases a number of other studies. Lang (2009) focuses on a discussion between
Liverpool residents involved in Small Island Read 2007: a project designed to

encourage Liverpool residents to read Andrea Levy’s (2004) novel Small Island as part

format consists of a celebrity panel discussion of one of fewer than ten chosen books
from fiction published in that particular year, with a special guest appearing each week..
During the programme, readers are encouraged to visit the show’s website to leave their
comments about each book on a forum. The weekly Sky Arts television programme
Mariella’s Book Show is now in its seventh season. Furthermore, BBC Radio 4 has a
programme entitled The Book Club hosted by Jim Naughtie.

% As Long (1992) points out, reading has long been seen as a solitary endeavour.
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of the commemoration of the 200th anniversary of the passing of the Slave Trade
Abolition Bill. Rather than examining the after-effect of the text on the reader, Lang’s
study demonstrates the reluctance to discuss topics of ethnicity and slavery that these
readers brought to the novel. Erikson Barajas and Aronnson (2009) examine teacher-led
book discussions in a Swedish school, and whilst Lang is concerned with the reader’s
self-positioning prior to discussing the book, Erikson Barajas and Aronnson are
concerned with how readers position themselves during their booktalk. In their study of
the school children’s involvement with a specific text, Erikson Barajas and Aronnson
demonstrate how these pupils position themselves as slow or fast readers, thereby
constructing a reader hierarchy in their classroom talk.®* These studies are all concerned
with the complexities of the interactions between readers, between readers and texts,
and between readers’ evaluations and forms of socially shared knowledge, and these are
concerns I share. During the research for this thesis, however, it became apparent that
locating specifically chick lit reading groups who would allow recording of their
sessions was particularly problematic, and requests to the few chick lit book clubs

identified yielded negative responses. The reading group discussion I examine in this

thesis consists of an audio recording of a meeting of the Hapley Road reading group.

4.3.2.1 The Hapley Road reading group

This is an established book group in the North of England which consists of

8 The continuing academic interest in reading groups is also demonstrated by three
further, recent, publications, Lang’s (2012) edited collection From Codex to Hypertex:
Reading at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century, Benwell, Procter and Robinson’s
(2012) edited collection Postcolonial Audiences: Readers, Viewers and Reception, and
Fuller and Rehberg Sedo’s (2013) edited collection entitled Reading Beyond the Book:
The Social Practices of Contemporary Literary Culture.
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seven women, of varying age, who meet at various locations, most usually one
another’s homes, to discuss a chosen book which can be either fiction or non-fiction.®
Chick lit had not been discussed before in a group session, but this group of enthusiastic
and avid readers agreed to read a chick lit book and to allow me to attend the
subsequent discussion session.*® The group had previously read feminist fiction, and
therefore I hoped that the group shared some assumptions about feminist discourse that
might prove insightful for their discussion on chick lit. The group members were happy
for me to select a chick lit book for them to read. I opted for India Knight’s (2000) My
Life on a Plate. The reasons for this choice are numerous: firstly, given that I did not
know any of the book group members, I wanted a novel that dealt with a number of
topics across the age divided subgenres of chick lit, and Knight’s foci include marriage
breakdown, motherhood, friendship amongst women, and body image. Secondly, I
consider Knight’s novel to exemplify chick lit’s characteristic first-person confessional

voice and its self deprecating humour, and therefore I hoped that the book group

members would identify and have something to say about these features.

The meeting I attended and recorded lasted for one and a half hours, and five of
the seven members were present. Given that not only was I present, but also a digital
audio recorder was placed on the table that the group sat around, the observer’s paradox

requires consideration. As Milroy (1987: 59) states, “the very act of recording is likely

5 As with the interviews undertaken for this thesis, prior to recording I obtained written
consent from each book group member and interviewee to record and use the data, and
it was reiterated to each book group member and interviewee that as per the conditions
contained on the consent form, it was my duty to protect their identities by making the
data anonymous, and that any participant could withdraw from the study at any time.
My involvement with the interviewees and the Hapley Road Reading Group was
therefore consensual and met with ethical requirements for research.

s As [ discuss in chapter six of this thesis, the chick lit genre was not unfamiliar to some

of the group members
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to distort the object of observation” or in other words both mine and the recorder’s
presence may have affected what the participants said and did. I rejected the option to
minimise the effects of the observer’s paradox by setting up the recording device and
leaving the group to their discussion, since I felt that my presence would enhance my
interpretation of the group members’ interactional strategies. It became quickly apparent
that the group not only expected but also required me to make a contribution to the
discussion, and thus much valuable data would have been lost if I had left the room.®” I
explained my interest to the group in general terms, as being in their interpretations as
skilled readers, and I attempted to avoid mention of the specifics of my research in order
to reduce the extent to which my research focus influenced their talk despite, as I will

show in chapter six, the group’s questions.

As I noted in chapter three, section 3.3.6 of this thesis, the Community of
Practice (CoP) model has been employed in sociolinguistic and sociocultural linguistic
analyses as a methodological tool (Clark, 2007) to invesfigate both agency and structure
in the actions of individuals who are members of a particular group. Although the
studies of book groups most recently published by Benwell (2009), Swann and
Allington (2009), O’Halloran (2011) and Allington (2011) do not explicitly refer to the
groups studied as communities of practice, Peplow (2011: 12) employs the concept and
indeed defines the book group in his study as an “archetypal” community of practice.
Whilst I agree that there are grounds for defining a reading group as a community of
practice, I define the Hapley Road reading group as an aggregate of people that

demonstrate not only some of the characteristics of a CoP, but that also demonstrate

57 One of the benefits of remaining with the group during their discussions relates to
non-verbal behaviour. I was able to observe the use of this communicative resource, and
to record significant aspects of non-verbal behaviour in my field notes shortly after the
discussion had ended.
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aspects of an alternative but related construct: a community of interest (Col). Although
the concept of a Col has been developed to address the challenges of collaborative
design projects (Fischer, 2001; Fischer & Ostwald, 2003), I would argue that drawing
upon both the construct of a CoP and the concept of a Col allows for a more nuanced
explanatory approach that more effectively deals with the constitution and practices of
the Hapley Road reading group, which in its membership, practices and goals, renders

somewhat problematic the definition of a community of practice.

4.3.2.2 Defining reading groups: Communities of Practice and Communities of
Interest

A community of practice, according to Wenger (1998: 73), is defined by three
constitutive features. Davies (2005: 561) points out that the first constitutive feature,
mutual engagement “implies that some interaction involving co-presence is entailed in
practice”. The second constitutive feature is joint enterprise, but Davies argues, this is
"a more complex concept than simply a shared goal: it encompasses both any physical
outcomes and the process of meaning-making itself” (2005: 562). Finally, the third
constitutive feature is a shared repertoire which involves the development of practices
and resources for negotiating meanings. These practices, Davies argues, these "way[s]
of doing" can be "instantiated through linguistic forms, personal common ground, a
shared perspective on the world, and many other behaviours" (2005: 560-1). A
community of practice is therefore defined by these three constitutive features - mutual
engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire - and their instantiation in co-

presence, a joint endeavour and the development of practices and meaning-making.
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Fischer (2001) outlines the issues which cluster around the particular
characteristics of a design community, features which, as Fischer and Ostwald (2003)
£0 on to map out, distinguish a community of interest from a CoP. Design communities,
Fischer, (2001: 3) writes:

are increasingly ... composed of individuals who have unique experiences,

different interests and perspectives about problems and who use different

knowledge systems in their work. Shared understanding ... supporting

collaborative learning and working requires the active construction of a

knowledge system in which the meanings of concepts and objects can by

debated and resolved. '
This heterogeneity of design communities, Fischer and Ostwald ( 2003) argue, is one of
the central features that mark a difference between a community of practice and a
community of interest. Communities of interest, they state, constitute an aggregate of
people who they define by "their collective concern with the resolution of a particular
problem" (2003: 8). The shift here, then, is not only to a less rigid definition of
membership but also, and more importantly, to a concern with conceptual endeavours.
The distinction between a CoP and a Col can also be seen in the models of participation
and learning in each construct. A CoP is characterised by legitimate peripheral
participation, which is a type of apprenticeship, where newcomers are positioned on the
periphery and move toward the centre as they become more knowledgeable. By
contrast, the participants in a Col are considered as informed participants who are both
expert and novice, shifting in role according to their expertise and the topic under
discussion. Rather than a single knowledge system in a CoP, in a Col there are therefore
multiple centres of knowledge due to these shifting roles (Fischer and Ostwald, 2003:
9). Meanings are thus co-constructed since participants bring to bear their knowledge in

a manner that complements but also informs one another (2003: 9-10). Here then, the

creation and maintenance of hierarchies which occur as a result of legitimate peripheral
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participation, which Davies (2005) argues has been glossed over in much communities
of practice work, is not overlooked in the community of interest model, but rather

conceptualised as transitory, shifting and emergent.

Fischer and Ostwald are keen to point out, however, that a single community can
demonstrate features of both a CoP and a Col (2003: 9). Differentiation between the two
constructs does not, therefore, mean that a CoP and a Col are always discrete entities. I
would argue that a number of the features Fischer and Ostwald identify as
characterising a community of interest can be drawn upon in order to demonstrate that
the Hapley Road reading group exhibits attributes of both a CoP and a Col. The Hapley
Road reading group most clearly exhibits two of the constitutive features of a CoP in
that its participants are mutually engaged in a joint enterprise - to meet at a location on a
regular basis to discuss together a chosen novel - and the group is therefore also defined
by a shared domain of interest. However, in contrast to the relatively straight-forward
identification of a shared enterprise in institutionally located groups where an activity
occurs in relation to that institution, identifying the enterprise of a self-constituted group
whose outcome is not concrete may well be difficult (Davies, 2005). In a Col, however,
the shared enterprise is indeed conceptual rather than concrete, as is the shared
enterprise of the Hapley Road reading group. Furthermore, whereas the third and final
constitutive element of a CoP, a shared repertoire, can include a shared perspective on
the world (Davies, 2005: 560-1), the reading group members are members of other,
multiple, communities of practice; they are individuals with different backgrounds and
perspectives and therefore demonstrate instead the heterogeneous feature of a Col. Of
course, all members of any CoP are also members of multiple communities of practice;

my point here is that with no institutional location, the part played by a workplace
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