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Reviewed by Neil Roberts 

 

Lawrence’s handling of narrative viewpoint has been of great 

interest to critics in recent decades and, since David Lodge and 

Avron Fleishman made the connection in 1990, there has been an 

increasing tendency to regard him as a dialogic novelist in the sense 

theorised by Mikhail Bakhtin. I suspect I am typical of people who 

have written about him in this way, in not having given much 

consideration to other approaches to narrative voice, or to the 

linguistic underpinning to dialogism which Bakhtin himself 

neglects. 

Violeta Sotirova’s book rectifies these omissions. I had always 

assumed that free indirect discourse presupposes at least two voices 

(author/narrator and character). Sotirova introduces us to single-

voice theories and cogently shows why they are inadequate. She is 

a linguist, and her book is primarily a work of linguistics, but it is 

also informed by a literary intelligence which, as she demonstrates, 

is not always present in linguistic studies of literature. From a 

theoretical point of view, what she contributes is a convincing 

linguistic foundation for Bakhtin’s prioritisation of parole over 

langue, his philosophical insistence that real language always 

presupposes a speaker. This she accomplishes using spoken 

material from linguistic corpora, to show that some of the stylistic 

markers of free indirect discourse have roots in spoken 

conversation ‒ in literal dialogue. 

Sotirova’s book is far from an exhaustive study of narrative 

viewpoint in Lawrence, and, in fact, concentrates almost entirely on 

Sons and Lovers. As far as its primary purpose as a study in 

stylistics is concerned, in principle any of several other novelists of 

Lawrence’s period could have been substituted. But Lawrence is a 

particularly interesting case, and the question of narrative viewpoint 
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is one that can trouble even his admirers. When we read Joyce or 

Woolf we know for certain that the author is practising a conscious 

and sophisticated technique, and would never lazily slip from one 

point of view to another without intending a particular narrative 

effect. It is difficult to be so sure of this with Lawrence and, of all 

his works, Sons and Lovers is the one that causes most trouble, 

because narrative point of view is often difficult to discern and the 

novel’s autobiographical basis makes it too easy to assume that the 

narrator’s perspective is the same as Paul’s. 

Sotirova focuses on three stylistic features: the use of personal 

pronouns, sentences beginning with connectives or conjunctions, 

and repetition. In each case her approach yields insights into 

Lawrence’s artistic intentions. A startling feature of the early 

chapters of Sons and Lovers is that the baby Paul is frequently 

referred to as “it”. This pronoun alternates with “he” in a way that a 

casual reader might think random. Sotirova demonstrates a pattern 

in the usage, arguing convincingly that “it” corresponds to Mrs 

Morel’s alienation from the baby reflecting her estrangement from 

her husband.  

In her study of connectives she argues that Lawrence’s habit of 

beginning sentences with “And” or “But” is a dialogic technique for 

dramatising conflicting viewpoints. She shows that these words 

frequently function in this way in spoken conversation, and that the 

publisher’s policy of regularising Lawrence’s style undermines the 

dramatic effect. For example, in a passage portraying the emotional 

conflict between Paul and Clara Lawrence wrote: “But then Clara 

was not there for him, only a woman, something he loved and 

almost worshipped, there in the dark. But it was not Clara. And she 

submitted to him. The naked hunger and inevitability of his loving 

her, something strong and blind and ruthless in its primitiveness, 

made the hour almost terrible to her” (SL 397). In the first edition 

the second and third sentences were changed to “But it was not 

Clara, and she submitted to him”. Sotirova points out that in 

Lawrence’s text “she submitted to him” represents Clara’s point of 

view, whereas the revision, by linking it to “But it was not Clara” 
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which is clearly Paul’s feeling, obscures this shift. This is one 

example among many in which Sotirova demonstrates the dialogic 

function of sentences beginning with connectives. Evidence from 

Lawrence’s own revisions, showing that he habitually introduced 

this device into his manuscript, confirms that it is a conscious 

artistic strategy. 

The analysis of one of Lawrence’s most notorious stylistic 

characteristics, repetition, is also very revealing. One of the most 

distinctive, and difficult, aspects of his representation of emotional 

conflict is a sense of almost telepathic intimacy between characters. 

This above all is what makes it difficult to assign point of view. In 

the famous episode in Chapter 6 of Sons and Lovers, where Miriam 

shows Paul a rose-bush and her spiritual response is contrasted to 

his more sensuous feeling, Sotirova argues that we are not only 

shown two conflicting responses to the same external object, but 

that the migration of words such as “white”, “ivory” and “virgin” 

from her point of view to his shows that “individual perception is 

triggered by the other’s viewpoint” and that “viewpoints are thus 

not simply juxtaposed in contrast but brought together in dialogue” 

(138). 

Sotirova chooses to focus on Sons and Lovers because it is 

commonly regarded as the first major advance in Lawrence’s 

novelistic art, and she justifies this critical judgment by employing 

quantitative methods generally disdained by critics, in a comparison 

of this novel with its immediate predecessor The Trespasser. 

Sentences beginning with connectives occur three times more 

frequently in Sons and Lovers than in The Trespasser, further 

reinforcing her argument that this device, which she has shown to 

be a key dialogic feature, is a conscious artistic choice. Perhaps 

most strikingly she compares the amount of directly quoted thought 

in the two novels. This rather artificial device, characteristic of 

early stages in the development of the novel genre, presents the 

reader with the thoughts of the character in fully formed sentences 

like a stage soliloquy. It was largely supplanted during the 

nineteenth century by the much more flexible technique of free 
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indirect discourse. Sotirova quotes an example from The 

Trespasser, nearly a page long, beginning “‘It will go on,’ thought 

Siegmund, ‘being gay of an evening‒for ever. And I shall miss it 

all!’” (T 162). There is a staggering fourteen times more of this 

kind of writing in the earlier novel than in the later. 

This book puts linguistics to the service both of literary theory, 

in providing empirical support for Bakhtin’s dialogism, and of 

criticism, providing objective evidence of what a conscious and 

subtle master of narrative viewpoint Lawrence was. It is perhaps 

aimed primarily at practitioners of stylistics rather than readers of 

Lawrence, but I warmly recommend it to those readers. 

 


