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English: Diverse But Unified

This paper argues for a view of English 
as:

o  diverse, in that it covers an 
extremely wide range of 
activities, and

o  unified, in that they can be seen 
as part of one broad enterprise, 
united by an interest in texts 
(understood broadly)  



Integrating English

Our work on the Integrating English project also aims to support this view 
through research projects, reports, CPD workshops and conferences for 
teachers, resource development, etc.

o  The project was initially motivated by perceived issues about  work at 
school and at university (initially about ‘lang-lit’ work)

o  These issues were initially identified initially by discussion with students 
(giving feedback on university courses) and staff



BA English at Middlesex

A new programme which assumes this view of English.

o  Modules which focus on specific areas

o  Modules which combine different areas

o  Modules where students reflect on their work in more than one module, 
consider their developing understanding of English overall, connect 
different kinds of work they have done

o  Focus on employability and personal development throughout the 
programme (we believe that work in English has particular advantages 
for these)



BA English at Middlesex



An Example: A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing

I have been working recently on 
Eimear McBride’s novel A Girl Is A 
Half-formed Thing.

This has involved looking at a wide 
range of things . . . 



Some things I have considered so far

o  the history of her writing
o  the historical context of writing
o  the book’s historical setting
o  how McBride has developed as a person 

and (an actor and) a writer
o  her writing processes
o  the history of the book’s rejection and 

eventual publication
o  debates about the editing of the book
o  formal and informal interpretations of the 

book
o  its critical reception (including how it came 

to win awards)
o  at other reactions to it (e.g. reviews on 

amazon)
o  . . . 



Studying A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing

Work on each of the things identified on the previous slide can be seen as 
part of ‘English’.
 
While it is, of course, possible to focus on one of these at a time, and even 
to focus quite narrowly, all of them seem to contribute to understanding the 
book, the writer, the processes of writing it, and so on.
 
A ‘diverse but unified’ view of English would see all of these as legitimate 
activities, and work which unites two or more of them as equally legitimate.



Students

There’s a lot of variation in how different AS/A Levels are delivered at 
school.

However, one change which has happened over the last decade or two is 
that students seem to be quite open to work which crosses language, 
literature, writing and other boundaries.

Here are two pieces of anecdotal evidence from Middlesex (which 
contributed to motivations for the Integrating English project) . . .



Anecdotal Evidence

a.  Several years ago, I noticed that if a student mentioned an ‘English’ 
class, it could be a Language, Literature or Lang/Lit class (previously 
‘English’ would have meant English Literature)

b.  Several students taking BA English Language and Literature 
approached me to ask ‘where are the classes we used to have at 
school where you do language and literature at the same time?’ (They 
had recognised that our programme then really was a ‘joint honours’ 
programme, i.e. mainly combining some language modules with some 
literature modules and very little ‘lang/lit’ work)



Classroom Work

In a joint honours programme, connections among different parts of the 
programme are made by students if they choose to do so.

A genuinely unified English programme can allow for this too, of course, 
but there are lots of ways in which classroom work can connect or 
instantiate work on more than one area at a time.

Here is one example of classroom work which does this. It involves 
applying ideas from pragmatics and, in particular, the notion of 
‘implicature’ . . .



Implicature

‘Implicature’ is a technical term coined by Paul Grice (1967, 1975, 1989) 
for indirectly communicated propositions:

Andy: Drink?

Beth: I’m driving.

Implicature: Beth does not want an alcoholic drink



Stronger and Weaker Implicature

In relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1986), implicatures can be 
stronger or weaker:

Andy: Drink?

Beth: I’m a Mormon.

Strong implicature: Beth does not want an alcoholic drink

Weaker implicatures: Beth does not want coffee
Beth doesn’t smoke
Beth might practise polygamy
Beth might disapprove of my way of life



Pilkington (1992, 2000) on ‘Poetic Effects’

Pilkington explores the notion of poetic effects and the relevance-theoretic 
account of them using the notion of weak implicatures. He points out that 
some utterances are more likely than others to give rise to these

‘Works’:

Oh Absalom, my son my son!

‘Much less likely to work’:

Oh Anna, my colleague my colleague!
The pubs are closed, closed!



Pilkington (1992, 2000) on ‘Digging’

Pilkington applies his ideas in looking at the poem 
‘Digging’ by Seamus Heaney.

It begins:

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

It ends:

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.



Pilkington (1992, 2000) on ‘Digging’

Pilkington suggests that the metaphorical use of dig at the end of the poem 
suggests a wide range of weak implicatures (unlike the suggestion of similarity 
to a gun at the beginning)

Beginning:
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

Ending:
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.



Implicatures, Texts and Interpretations

The notion of implicature, and the contrast between stronger and weaker 
implicatures can be applied in:

o  Exploring texts by considering their stronger and weaker implicatures
o  Comparing texts, readers and reading practices with regard to how likely 

they are to give rise to different kinds of implicatures
o  Discussing particular interpretations of texts
o  (Arguably) generating interpretations of texts
o  Exploring writing and editing practices
o  Developing your own writing
o  . . .

(I can discuss examples of some of these later if there is time)



Conclusions

o  English can be seen as a diverse but unified subject.
 
o  It covers a huge range of areas, each of which can be seen as related to 

texts in some way.
 
o  It encompasses work which focuses quite narrowly on very specific topics 

and work which focuses on more than one area at a time.
 
o  There is a lot to be gained by viewing English in this broad and inclusive 

way, including benefits for students in their experience of English 
programmes, in their personal development and in enhancing their 
employability.



Extras . . .

The slides after this one have some extra bits we could discuss if there is 
time . . .



Pragmatics and ‘professional’ writing

How would an academic open an email to another academic who 
they do not know?

Dear Dr. Clark Dear Billy

Hi Billy Hi

[no greeting]



Pragmatics and ‘professional’ writing

How would an academic open an email to another academic who 
they do not know?

Dear Dr. Clark Dear Billy

Hi Billy Hi

[no greeting]

Very few (if any) students will suggest:

Dear Billy (if I may)



Other examples (with permission)

Dear Ana Maria (I hope it’s OK to use your first name and apologies 
that I’m not sure whether you prefer ‘Ana’, ‘Maria’ or ‘Ana Maria’),

 
Dear Billy (I usually prefer to be referred to as ‘your majesty’),



Other examples (with permission)

Thanks for the confirmation, Billy (is it OK to call you that? seems a 
bit informal/disrespectful!)
 
For what it's worth, the reason I phrased things as I did was 
because a good number of academics whom I have dealt with in 
the past have been very "precious" about their titles, so I usually err 
on the side of formality in the first instance so that then they can 
"allow" me to call them by the first names!  These days it's 
outmoded in most circumstances, but it also applies in the NHS 
where I have worked.  Of course, the reverse hardly ever happens - 
ie those whom I have addressed as "professor/doctor" or whatever 
almost never ask me how I would like to be addressed – the 
assumption being that as an administrator I am a "lesser mortal" 
and therefore only fit to be called by my first name!  Sorry, that's a 
bit catty, but that's what happens normally - so it was a huge 
change for you to ask me that question!



Writer and editor choices

Clark (2012) suggests that the so-called ‘minimalist’ style in Raymond 
Carver’s stories and differences between different versions of his stories, 
can be understood as being to do with varying the strength of particular 
communicated assumptions.



Two versions of Carver

First published version (edited by Gordon Lish):
Rae said, “Tell him, Mom. Tell him what we talked about.”

(Stull and Carroll 2009: 323)

Earlier version (before Lish edited the story):
Bea said, “Tell him, Mom. Tell him what we talked about. It’s in 
his head, isn’t it? If he wants to stop drinking, all he has to do is 
tell himself to stop. It’s all in his head. Everything’s in the head.”

(Stull and Carroll 2009: 949)



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

The book took ten years to find a publisher. Some who rejected it 
made positive comments, e.g. one rejection letter included a 
handwritten note:

‘What was particularly exasperating was the often positive 
quality of the negative responses. In one case somebody 
scrawled across a standard rejection letter ‘I suppose this is 
some kind of masterpiece’

(Collard 2016: 21) 

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

Top Amazon review, 28 July 2016

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

Amazon review, 28 July 2016

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

‘I knew she’d been working on a book — she called it her beast 
— and when she was finished she’d asked me to read it. I took 
it nervously . . . And for the first page and a half I thought, Oh 
dear, no, too self-conscious, what a shame. Then about 
halfway down the second page, my brain figured it out and the 
book had me, and I realised that the prose was the opposite of 
self-conscious: it just took my self-conscious brain that long to 
give itself over to the language ‘

Elizabeth McCracken, cited by David Collard (2016: 22)

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

‘Her use of language is unique and her heavily punctuated 
‘ungrammatical’ prose may alarm some readers but . . . The 
eye and mind soon adjust to the rhythmic syncopations of the 
words on the page and something quite extraordinary happens, 
something uncanny and practically alchemical. I can only put it 
like this: the book begins to read us. What happens to the 
anonymous girl is never described to the reader but directly 
experienced by the reader.’

(Collard 2016: 27)

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing



Inference — 
Texture — 
Relevance — 
A Girl — 
Empirical 
work

‘Caitlin Moran, one of the 2014 Bailey’s Prize judges, muddled 
her metaphors but spoke for many when she said, “Ten pages 
in and all the bells start ringing. It explodes into your chest”.’

(Collard 2016: 27)

A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing


