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The present study examines the Iranian novelist Ahmad Mahmoud’s The Neighbors in the
light of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s concept of Subaltern. Reading the novel as a subaltern
narrative, our essay investigates the main characters’ experience of subalternity as well as
their survival in the light of the resistance of the committed intellectuals. In his narrative,
Mahmoud depicts a society where intellectuals play a major role in resisting colonization
despite the fact that they have different understandings and expectations about their society.
Affected by the cultural and economic pressures foisted on them by the colonizer and
colonized and their relationship, the central characters undergo hard times until they either
leave their country or become imprisoned. Understanding the circumstances and necessities of
their society, some intellectuals are able to help the common people out of trouble. The
intellectuals who prefer to leave the country have to go under the processes of Othering and
Worlding. This essay, therefore, tries to show how Mahmoud’s novel provides a third space
through which the Subaltern can speak and transform the conditions of impossibility,
hopelessness and negative feelings into the Subaltern and marginalize them into possibility.
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Reading Ahmad Mahmoud’s ‘The Neighbors’
as a Subaltern Narrative
Reze Alborzi
Nazila Heidarzadegan
Introduction
Ahmad Mahmoud (1931-2001) published The Neighbors in 1974. Widely known for its
exploration of the current socio-cultural and political issues of (the Southern) Iran during the
1950s3, the novel, however, can also be read considering the representation of the struggle of
the subaltern in colonial society. He was a contemporary novelist and short story writer. He
came from a working class family. Supporting the leftist political views, Mahmoud got
involved in the oppositional activities from the early years of his life and spent some time in
prison for his political views. He published several novels and short story collections and his
style is social realism.
Ahmad Mahmoud’s The Neighbors is set around nationalization of the Iranian oil industry
in 1951. In early twentieth century, South of Iran became the site of the first direct clash
between Western and Iranian cultures and ways of life. The reason, of course, was oil,
discovered in abundance in that region. In that time, South of Iran became the residence of the
relatively large number of British citizens who lived in the affluent section in comfortable
Western-style homes, and poor Iranian people as sweet shop laborers migrated from other
parts of Iran lived in crowded, small oil company housing or in shantytowns. The difference
between Iranian and the British inhabitants led to conflicts between them. The Neighbors was
written in that time, which not only reflects the social and political events during those
turbulent years when Mahmoud was growing up from a naïve boy into a young man with
dreams of social, political and economic progress for his country, but also the lives of poor
working-class families. In this novel like the literary and non-literary works of the period,
colonial agents can be detected. To probe The Neighbors from a Spivakian perspective is very
rewarding, since Mahmoud’s endeavor to present the rights of the Subaltern resembles
Spivak’s enterprise for rewriting the history of the Subaltern of the Third World.
Spivak’s theory implies the ways in which discourse can be loaded with strong political
implication. In that sense, Iranian writers involved themselves in political and social events,
though differently, in terms of disclosing the danger of the emergence of Subaltern and
making oppressed working-class voice be heard. Mahmoud was under the yoke of
colonization, undoubtedly, he experienced the Subaltern life. Foreigners had been provided
with a good situation for a long time residency, but the native people had lived with difficulty.
For example, in his essay “The Journey into Adulthood: Study of Military Service as a Rite of Passage in
Ahmad Mahmoud’s The Neighbors” (2013), Karam Nayebpour shows how in Mahmoud’s storyworld the
compulsory military service, functioning as a cultural rite of passage, is conventionalized within the represented
society and how it facilitates the adolescent narrator’s journey into adulthood.
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Another side of this exploitation is the native people exploited by the foreigners. On the one
hand, foreigners have many facilities such as cinema, pool, football club, etc., and on the
other hand, the agony and tough life of Iranian people in South.
Along with Said̕ s Orientalism, and her article titled “Can the Subaltern Speak? ˮ is the
most influential work in the field of Post-colonial theory, and as the translator of the English
version of Jacques Derrida̕ s Of Grammatology, “she helped to introduce deconstructive
critical strategies not only into literary criticism but also within a wider culture analysis”
(Barry 124), and her main works have concluded In Other Worlds, A Critique of PostColonial Reason and Death of a Discipline. In these varied works, Spivak brings a feminist
perspective to bear on both deconstruction and postcolonial theory, critically examines
imperialism and colonial discourse, and uses Marxism to analyze capitalism and the
international division of labor. Post-colonial criticism, international feminism, higher
education on a global scale, and the economic super exploitation of Third World female labor
have been treated with special passion throughout Spivak’s career. She is best known for her
serious political, cultural and critical theories to challenge the legacy of colonialism on
literature and culture, “who is highly attentive to issues of class, but refuses to prioritize this
over issues of race or gender, and whose work is centrally concerned with the problematic
nature of representation”(Forsdick 206) , her aim is to articulate the exploitation of the
oppressed people such as new immigrants, the working class and women “who are often
marginalized by dominant western culture” (Selden 194) and to find out the way to heard
them. It should be mentioned that “literature or the teaching of literature has been
instrumental in the construction and dissemination of colonialism as a ruling idea or the major
factor of opposing to continuing colonization” (Viswanathan 2). Spivak’s literary criticism
has greatly informed and influenced the practicing of reading literary texts in relation to the
history of colonialism. "she argues that literature provided a cultural representation of
England as civilized and progressive: an idea which served to justify the economic and
political project of imperialism” (Morton 112).
According to Encyclopedia of Postcolonial Studies edited by Hawley, “Spivak is
concerned with the international division of labor, the statues of the migrant, the epistemic
violence of colonialism and the agency of the Subaltern” (418). The reason for thinking of
Spivak̕ s ideas for analyzing this novel from difference of culture and society is that the most
important key term of Spivak’s, the notion of the Subaltern, one of the areas of Post-colonial
studies, can explore The Neighbors in the atmosphere of colonization. The presence of the
native intellectual to signify the voice of the Subaltern emerges in work and with helping
margins for predominance of center is the most important of their duty in the novel. In fact,
“the intellectual and political world is indebted to Spivak’s insight into global capitalism and
would have been much poorer without her writing, her theories and her political stance”
(Wisker 195).
Intellectuals and the Subaltern
The function of subalternity can be surveyed in The Neighbors, since what Spivak ponders
upon as the definition of the Subaltern are similar to the world that is portrayed by Mahmoud
in this novel. In most of his writings, Spivak states that the colonized society is filled with the
relation of the Subaltern and the vital role of the intellectuals in representing of the voice of
them. Quite in the same way in The Neighbors, there are many cases which indicate a
community where Subalternity has taken the place of the real. In many of Spivak’s writings,
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she argues that her theories confirm that some aspects of the present society leads to
colonization and leaves no space for the peasants, workers and women to speak about their
rights, “millions have come and gone under the colonial dispensation without leaving a trace,
men, but more so women” (Bertens 211). Spivak is one of the Post-colonial theorists whose
works have been important in challenging Said’s notions of the homogeneity of colonial
discourse; although she had located herself theoretically more within deconstruction , Marxist
and Feminism, her focus on the Subaltern subject, the non-elite colonized subject is clear
whereas she notes that colonial texts tend to represent only certain sectors of the society
(Loomba 120).What interests Mahmoud and the other writers who support the life of this
class of the society is exactly on the bases of Spivak’s idea. In the process of critically
discussing the novel, the notion of the silencing of the Subaltern subjects in Mahmoud’s novel
by the dominant ideologies of colonialism will be discussed. From the beginning of the story,
the situation of the people in South of Iran and their obstacles to reach a calm life can be seen
easily. The world in this novel continues to move on in a chaotic path for the people. Khaled
as the protagonist has no chance to follow his literacy. His father has no job and he must leave
the country to find the job. His mother has forced to work in the house of the others. Other
neighbors have no chance to have a good life and they have different fates in difficult
conditions.
The issue of Subaltern in The Neighbors can be foreground through the analysis of
different aspects of the novel and there are many instances including the position of the
peasants and workers that are apparent from the beginning of the novel. Nicely, Mahmoud has
portrayed the difficult life of these people to elaborate the conditions of the society. From the
beginning of the story, the protagonist has challenged with other members of the family about
job and good condition of life. He is the Subaltern,“ someone is not belong to the middle class
and with access” (Chanter 108), actually, they have a difficult life, the father has no good job,
“My father was out of a job all winter, these days, the blacksmith business is really slow”
(The Neighbors 9), this situation could be spread for all city and workers, because, they could
not produce what they consume inside the country and they have forced to use the productions
of the Britain or other countries, “Nowadays even the shovel handles are imported from
abroad” (The Neighbors 10). In the absence of intellectuals, they have no voice to utter their
problems to the government to solve their problems. These people did not want to mime other
cultures and they want to maintain living in their native culture. But they could not represent
their opinions. They need someone to present them. Khaled as the member of the poor family
from the Subaltern class of this society really did not know anything about their situation in
his society. Pendar, as an intellectual thinker who works in bookstore, has begun to campaign
against the government and foreigners in South of Iran. Khaled gets to know Pendar by
chance, but he does not know what they write or do. He says that:
The writing on all the papers is the same. I cannot make any sense of it. Eventually I am
able to spell out a word and read it, but I cannot understand what it means. I cannot figure
out what kind of a beast this bloodthirsty exploiter is that feeds only on blood and has an
appetite that is insatiable…I am beginning to comprehend that it also sucks oil sometimes
instead of blood; that clues me in as to why on some of the papers, instead of bloodthirsty,
it’s also described as oil-thirsty (The Neighbors 59).
This passage reveals that Khaled exactly belongs to the fairly underprivileged and the
Subaltern society and knows nothing about his society. He does not know the exact details of
the events of his country to plan for the future and let the others or foreigners write for them.
Vol. IV/ Issue 6. June 2016 © NALANS
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Friendship with Pendar and Shafagh promotes his information about his country and this
event is the starting point of some committed intellectuals to campaign for the country against
colonization. According to Loomba “it is the duty of intellectuals to represent her/him” (224),
this duty from the Mahmoud’s point of view is the responsibility of the intellectuals to
enlighten the society. After the acquaintance with Pendar, Khaled asks some questions about
the oil and the role of it in presence of the Britain in Iran. He says that: “I would have asked
the man why the British should beat it. I would ask him what the hell the British are doing in
our country” (The Neighbors 68).
In another instance in The Neighbors, Khaled wants to help Pendar to distribute the
declaration of these groups to inform the people to know them that what is happened in the
country. First of all, Shafagh and Pendar help Khaled to gain literacy to know what exactly to
do. This is the responsibility of the intellectuals about the Subaltern. In this complicated
society in which different groups live, there is committed intellectual to articulate the lives
and histories of such Subaltern groups in an appropriate and non-exploitative way. This is the
role of the writer as the native intellectual to write the story of the working-class characters
and some intellectuals to save them. In fact, “the performance of the intellectuals is
appreciated by the author” (Mirabedini 486).Within the story; we can see the role of native
and committed intellectual who is concerned to excavate the disempowered and silenced
voices of the past from the material and political context of the present. Khaled says that:
I know what “united” means, but I still cannot make out “bloodthirsty exploiter”. These
words have left their mark in my memory. Words like “united”, “autonomy”,
“plunderers”, and other words that are all unclear to me. There is this one word that
cannot even pronounce something like “imperils” or “imperialist”. It’s a tough word. My
tongue twists when I want to say it. (The Neighbors 77)
The protagonist of the novel is very different from the one we saw at the beginning of the
novel. He has decided to know about his around. What the colonizer did in the Third World is
exactly was happened for the Iranian on that time. With the assistance of the hegemony in
society, nobody asks about the production of the oil and the benefits of it. “For the resistance
of the intellectuals against the catastrophic consequences on the dependence to the foreigners
causes the enlightenment among the Subaltern” (Mirabedini 1008). Khaled has decided to
know more about his country, “I gather that the prime minister is a conniving man and
collaborates with British, who is this prime minister, who dares to impose all this without
anyone standing up to him” (The Neighbors 91), now he is working in the teahouse, a public
place to see different persons with different attitude about the country, but there is the first
place in which he heard the slogan, “The Oil Industry Must Be Nationalized” (The Neighbors
121). This slogan is another positive feature of the presence of the intellectuals in the course
of the events inside the country. These intellectuals such as Pendar and Shafagh know the real
history of the country, the real problems of the Subaltern and they did not give up the
campaign against the British in South of Iran and not like some intellectuals prefer to stay
inside of the country and no leave the people, “in our history, the responsibility of
enlightening of the people is the duty of the intellectuals” (Bavi 22). Khaled for getting the
new phase of his life has no choice except to change his attitude to his country, because “if
Pendar or Shafagh were not, undoubtedly, he could not have found the way” (Dastghaib 105).
Another instance for the enlightening of Khaled as the Subaltern influenced by the
intellectuals has depicted in chapter three when Khaled has talked about his new life:
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Everything is new to me. I have opened my eyes to a new world. Now, from the sorts of
things I hear, I can grasp why the lives of the destitute worsen each day, and why people
like my father have to pack up their bundles and go from one foreign country to another in
search of work so that they can earn a petty sum of money. I head out of the meeting
thinking about the things I have heard. There are things that I cannot make sense of. (The
Neighbors 143)
“In colonial discourse, there is no right for the developing nations to have a normal voice”
(Abrams 245), it signifies that their linguistic system which assumes the superiority and
normality of the West versus the inferiority and abnormality of the East or Others. It means
that imperialism makes attempt to improve power in the subjugated colonies discourse or the
master narrative of the world imperialism. What exactly happened in Iran on that time is the
severe deprivation of people to have facilities for good life, suffering from poverty, disease,
illiteracy and so on. According to Spivak, the Subaltern has no voicing capability, because he
or she has been deprived of the theory socio-cultural structure surrounding him or her, the
only voice is the voice of the superior, colonizer in which they subjugated the passive voice of
the Subaltern (Spivak, In Other Worlds 325), but some intellectuals have broken the wall of
deprivation, against the willing of British in Iran, they understand the real potential ability of
Iranian people and effort to aware them from their wealth.
Morton in his book, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, elaborates the idea of Marx in his book,
The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte in which Marx offers a description of small,
peasant society. Marx believes that “their conditions of economic and social life prevent them
from having class-consciousness, for this reason, they depicted by a political representative,
who speak on their behalf” (57). For Spivak, the representation of the Subaltern is one of the
responsibilities of the intellectuals to support the interests of the peasants and workers of the
society and guarantee their political rights, the intellectuals who are concerned to excavate the
disempowered and silence voices of the past from the political context of the present. What
Pendar and Shafagh and other intellectuals such as Bidar do in this novel is the recognition of
the rights of the Subaltern to reach their rights and wealth of the country after nationalization
of the oil, it means that “they highlighted the role of the Subaltern and discharged from
margin” (Shahmiri 152). Step by step Khaled knows something about the conditions of his
life and he wants to find out the root of their problems. He says that: “the way things are
going to these days, I doubt there will be any improvement in the economy and
unemployment” (The Neighbors 190), most of the people with no work sitting about all
troubled and worried in teahouses. But again, Bidar and Pendar talk to him about the recent
news from government and their reflection to it.
Pendar begins by reading the editorial in the paper. It’s about Franco, Spain’s dictator:
I am surprised that tonight’s discussion is not about the recent speech by the prime
minister. I really wanted to know why the government refuses to accept the proposal from
the stockholders delegation. I wanted to learn more about the British attempts to con us,
since it seems that is the main issue these days (The Neighbors 191).
This passage reveals that the Subaltern has to know the main issues of the country. But the
role of the hegemony in the society causes the obstacle to illustrate the problems of the
country. According to Gramsci, Italian Marxist philosopher, people’s everyday lives and
identities are defined in and through dominant social structures that are relatively autonomous
of economic relation (Morton 65), so what exactly the government and the British do in Iran
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is the hegemony against the people, although along with ideology, some of the people have
agreement and consent with this. The disempowered Subaltern has the limitation of applying
in their life and with the help of the intellectuals try to know their rights. Now Khaled
becomes older and understands the situation of the society, “he knows that the importance the
oil in the current situation when most of his compatriot are unemployment” (Sepanloo195).
With the continuation of his campaign against the government and foreigners, he is
imprisoned. In jail, he is acquainted with other poor people from the lower class of the
society, they could not write or read and they have dealt with drugs, violation and so on. In
jail, they have a strike against the conditions of the health, food etc. He believes that they
should gain their rights to reach their aims in their life.
According to Spivak, every movement of the Subaltern to attain their rights has been
defined as rebellion, and colonizers for justifying their colonization, have used the epistemic
violence. What Khaled and his friends did in jail is attempting to stand against violence. In
fact, people of that region are not literate enough to know about their country and the presence
of the foreigners in Iran. What the intellectuals have taught them is making them conscious
about their situation in the society. Colonizers believe that the Subaltern is illiterate and there
is nobody to educate them, so they can subjugate and control the people and plunder their
wealth and oil, but the role of native and committed intellectuals in Mahmoud’s work show
that not only these intellectuals leave the country comply with colonizers, but also they have
campaigned against them and supported the Subaltern. The resistance of the intellectuals is
the turning point of The Neighbors. At the end of this section, it raises a question that can the
voice of the Subaltern such as Khaled be presented by the intellectual or does he understand
Subaltern enough to present himself? Opposing Spivak’s colonial theory, Mahmoud points
out “ how intellectuals of Iran highlighted and emphasized the various ways in which Iranians
who have always been active in making their histories in colonial era” (Taslimi 98), not
waiting for them to be conjured up by foreigners. Khaled answers that question when he is
imprisoned, because of campaign against the foreigners or colonizers, it means that “he has
changed from the naïve person to the political man” (Aghaee 44)
If I am in jail, maybe… I pause. I wanted to say, maybe it was for you, for Mother, for
Jamileh, for Amo Bandar, and for people like Mash Rahim and KhajTofiq, and … but I
stop. I feel so small before Father overflowing generosity that all these words sound
ridiculous to me. Father’s voice rings in my ears. I see Mother sitting in front of me as I
am reading his letter, ‘there is plenty of work here, but there is also humiliation. It seems
like Arabs are the servant of the European and we are the servant of the Arabs. (The
Neighbors 353)
Worlding and the Intellectual’s Attitude
According to Edward Said in his book, The World, the Text, the Critic, “All texts are
influenced by the social events” (4), even, apparently, some critics have denied the role of
these events in the texts; nevertheless, they are part of the social world, human life and
historical moments (Selden 225). It means, the writer could not be indifferent towards the
events of his country. “It is important to remember that Spivak thought does not take place in
a historical or intellectual vacuum” (Young, White Mythologies Writing History and the West
312), Ahmad Mahmoud is also one of the great and committed writers in Iran who was not
indifferent toward the events in his society such as the nationalization of oil industry, the
presence of the foreigners in South of Iran and the condition of the Subaltern in his country,
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“So his style is directly the reflection of the social and historical events” (Golestan 29). After
the presence of the British men in South of Iran because of oil, they thought that people of
this region are uncivilized and we should bring civilization to them, but by colonization and
exploitation.
According to Spivak, “imperialist project had to assume that the earth that it territorialized
was in fact previously uninscribed” (In Other Worlds 19), so the British wanted to decide
about the oil instead of Iranian. But the reflection of Ahmad Mahmoud as the Iranian
intellectual against the willing of the British was remarkable. They wanted to silence the
Iranian people but he represents the voice of the Subaltern and presents in The Neighbors. It is
important to acknowledge that there is no complicity in silencing of the Subaltern.
In some Western text, Eastern people are represented as uncivilized and “we should help
them” (Morton 19), but the intellectuals react against the Worlding in Iran, in fact, this
metaphor thoroughly describe the subjugation, oppression and exploitation of this country,
but the awareness of the intellectuals condemn it. If Iranian people wanted to speak
themselves, not the other speak for them, they should learn how to write, how to read, how to
defend their culture and rights and to construct their worlds. One of the responsibilities of the
intellectuals is the learning of the Subaltern to read and write. For justifying the expansion of
colonization, generally they had declared them as uncivilized people, but intellectuals of the
novel such as Pendar and Shafagh have rejected them. The first example of this function is
when the protagonist, Khaled, explains about the condition of his father when he was
unemployed. He says that:
My father was out of a job all winter. Even now that the weather is warmer, he is still out
of work. Every morning he goes to his blacksmith shop, and then returns home emptyhanded. These days the blacksmith business is really slow. Nowadays even the shovel
handles are imported from abroad, even the hobnails and pickaxes. (The Neighbors 8)
This sentence shows that British people had the pretense to help Iranian people. They
subjugated them to reach their economic and political goal. They did not want to recognize
the legal rights of the Subaltern and decided for them. One of the crucial points of the story is
the role of oil in Iran. Because of the oil, British and other foreigners are in Iran. But they did
not let the government of Iran has gained the benefits of selling oil. The intellectuals have
revealed the relation of the some companies of the British in extraction of oil without any
payment to the government.
The Neighbors elaborates the idea of the Iranian novelist about the Subaltern of the
society. Mahmoud did not let the foreigners to write the story of his city and their problems in
reaching the real independence. “The author of The Neighbors as the intellectual of Iran has
the responsibility in his work to inform the Subaltern about the events of the society”
(Golestan 52), because of the most of the events of Iran were related to the politics and most
of the officials of the time tried to hide the reality of the society. “What the intellectuals want
for the Subaltern is the justice, justice in society, in economy, in politics and Mahmoud
articulates these massages for the worlds so well”( Ata 319). Spivak has invited us to pay
attention to the large majority of the colonized that are ignored in that course of history
because it was not successful in making itself to be heard (Wisker 157), Mahmoud is also
with The Neighbors emerged a number of problems leading to ignoring the rights of the
Subaltern and stop the process of Worlding from the non-native intellectuals. Mahmoud in
this novel believes that:
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The time when they could plunder us is over. The lion should fling his tail over his
shoulder and hit the road. Now there are possessions and their lawful owners. Everything
is well accounted for. People are their own bosses…I take a look at the driver’s helper.
The Oil Industry Must Be Nationalized. I ought to ask him. I ought to find out what that
means. If a driver’s helper is wearing a tag, why should not I wear one? Why should not
Ebrahim, Hassani and Omid wear one? Why should not Khaleq, Chinuq and all the other
boys in the neighborhood wear one? (The Neighbors 67)
Othering beside the Hegemony
The problems of the Subaltern after colonization, at the age of independence, do not come to
an end. Spivak’s definition for Othering in which describes the various ways such as culture,
economy and politic that the colonial discourse produces the subject to subjugate them for
attaining their goals to show that the owner of power, the big other, as the center of the world
or the colonizer, creates the small other and forces the smaller to be the margin of the world
(Ashcroft et al. Key Concepts in Postcolonial Studies 156). The British authority, some of the
officials of the government and police who control the country with force and torturing people
prevent intellectuals from representing the problems. The government assisting British force
creates the hegemony to gain their goals. The officials of the country had not succeeded in
solving the colonization and discrimination in country:
Once a government is capable of doing away with the exploitation of an individual by
another individual, rest assured that it will be able to solve the problem of plunderers and
colonialism because colonialism has its roots in the exploitation of individuality by
individual. (The Neighbors 140)
What British did exactly in this country is that the possibility of the answering to the
Subaltern is impossible; it means there is no right for the Subaltern to know the current events
in the country. Here, some intellectuals help the Subaltern to be freed from Othering, they
believed that the Subaltern is the real owner of the wealth of this country and deconstruct this
term, they should be at center of the country, not in the margin. Another instance of the
Othering is the role of some landlords about the Subaltern. What they do is exactly the
colonization of the foreigners, it means, sometimes there is no need for the foreigners to
exploit them. That is the auto-colonization. Some of the Subaltern know the reality, but there
is no chance to change the poor conditions.
I listen to what they say. They talk about the lands on which the villagers have to work
their lives away for the landlords. They talk about the pretty portion the farmer gets
annually. They talk about the village children who do not have a school. They talk about
proper hygiene, medicine, and the partitioning of the land. (The Neighbors144)
This paragraph reveals that the Subaltern, peasants, workers have some requests to improve
their life, but nobody answers them. The actions of the landlords of that time were the process
of the Othering. In fact, “the Subaltern is the main factor to produce the agricultural products
or industry, but have been ignored by the government or the colonizers and always were the
second class citizen” (Abjadian 137). The Subalterns were the only workers and have no right
for owning a piece of land. In fact, living under the veil of the hegemony, is the process of the
Othering to continue colonization in the era of independence. The Subaltern was at the service
of the government and their voice should be silent. But the silencing of the voice of the
Subaltern is against the democratic promises of the anti-colonial nationalist movement.
Intellectuals in this novel did not improve the silence of the Subaltern voice and tried to
Vol. IV/ Issue 6. June 2016 © NALANS

9

enlighten them, “the risk of political complicity with dominant social and political structures
as a necessary part of all intellectuals practices” (Morton 40). They did not continue the
universal mistakes that the Subaltern should always be the Subaltern; it means that the ethics
for the intellectuals in The Neighbors is outstanding.
In this story, colonization was not happened only from the British and foreigners, some
officials of the government are also complicit with the process of the Othering. Police or the
security force is the big other and control the small other in Iran. They did not let them to
have a legal demonstration to utter their complaint, “He makes me understand that the
government does not like these flyers, and if the police were to catch me with them, they
would put me in jail” (The Neighbors 94). The paradox of ethical approach from the
government toward the Subaltern and other people has depicted Othering spread in the
country. They have divided the society into some parts to control their rebels, although, the
government has realized all the voices of the Subaltern as the rebellious, and the injustice is
the reflection of the officials, in fact, “the alibis of development to exploit the tribals and
destroy their life-system” (Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of
the Vanishing Present 256), but the intellectuals disagree with the government to continue the
process of the Othering. The committed intellectuals in everyday struggle, willing to say a
reality and the history of the Subaltern groups to save them from the Process of the Othering.
Intellectuals against the movement of the British and some officials of the government have
campaigned for the Subaltern to become literate. What the Subaltern needs on the time of
colonization is the confidence to resist against Othering. Pendar and Shafagh believe that they
can produce what they consume, especially about the oil. Most of the people know something
about the events of the country.
The driver is passionate as he talks about oil and how the British plunder it:
These days, that’s what everyone talks about. The only way out is to nationalize it, even
the schoolchildren say the same thing, even the bazaar merchants say the same thing, they
are gone, those times when we needed a guardian…Now we are mature and capable. We
should throw all the British into the sea… you think we are crippled? Or you think our
own educated youth cannot replace the Farangi staff? Or is the ripe fruit good only for the
animal to enjoy? (The Neighbors 123)
Conclusion
Unlike Spivak’s ideas that the Subaltern cannot speak nor can it be heard, and a little
pessimistic picture of historically mute Subaltern is rendered through the combined epistemic
violence of colonialism, the Subaltern of The Neighbors does speak. Of course, Khaled, the
protagonist of the novel by Mahmoud, represents himself with the help of some committed
intellectuals to discover the reality about his nation. Ahmad Mahmoud, as an Iranian
intellectual has heard the voice of the Subaltern such as Khaled and has allowed him surpass
trivialities of his life, represent his real request, and find out some answer with the
enlightenment of the intellectuals such as Pendar and Shafagh. Furthermore, the reflection of
intellectuals toward Worlding and Othering is appreciated by the author. They have never
been silent on some crucial issues in Iran such as the nationalization of the Oil industry or the
presence of the foreigners in perfect conditions as compared with the Subaltern in poor
condition. The author is dissident to the British or officials of the government, instead of the
Subaltern, deciding for his future, that is he as the Iranian intellectual is dissident to the
Othering and respects the rights of the Subaltern. Additionally, in Worlding terms, Ahmad
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Mahmoud has preferred writing the history and the story of his nation to let the Subaltern
speak as well as be heard. Mahmoud as an Iranian intellectual, prefers to find a political way
to solving the Subaltern’s problems. The historical representation of the various lower-class
Subaltern groups against the ruling power or dominant social class as well as the onus of the
intellectuals to reveal the reality of the society have been discussed in The Neighbors. This
novel has been written for the Subaltern to assure them that their voice was heard by
intellectuals. Mahmoud has done what Spivak believes; “a literary text can provide an
alternative rhetorical site for articulating the histories of the Subaltern” (Morton 55).
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Studying abroad has usually been recommended to be the layman's key suggestion to develop
a mastery of the target language. In line with this suggested popularity, the fascination with
studying abroad needs to be validated on scientific grounds. This study therefore examined
the role of study abroad experience on English major students’ self-efficacy across different
language skills. For this purpose, data were collected from the students of KTU DELL (2nd,
3rd, and 4th grades) in order to determine students’ perceived self-efficacy. The participants
were asked to complete a questionnaire of 30 questions documenting their self-efficacy
perceptions as well as the degree of their cultural interaction. The data were analyzed using
the SPSS 16.0. The study revealed that participation in a study abroad program regardless of
its length had a significant impact on students’ self-efficacy in many sub-skills (reading,
writing, listening, and speaking) of language learning. The level of self-efficacy gains was
found to be related to the level and type of interactions. Further implications of these findings
are discussed along with the suggestions on how to improve the motivational benefits of study
abroad programs.
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The Impact of Study Abroad Experience on EFL
Learners’ Self-Efficacy
Hasan Sağlamel
Ali Samet Doğan
Introduction
“They are able who think they are able”
Virgil
In an excessively globalizing world in which the English language is not specific to English
speaking countries any longer, increased opportunities of travel, political and economic needs,
and the necessity of cultural interaction make study abroad a viable alternative to acquire a
language. In a parallel fashion, there is a growing interest in study abroad programmes, and
this makes it more compelling to better understand the outcomes of study abroad experiences.
Even though Evans's (1988) vehement call for going to the country where the target language
is spoken still echoes in many circles, whether learners’ sojourn in the target language
environment helps improve their language proficiency is yet to be adequately resolved. In this
study, the lens will zoom in the self-efficacy beliefs of study abroad (SA) learners and nonSA learners.
Much ink has been spilled on the role of self-efficacy in language development, and
findings suggest that a satisfactory level of self-efficacy is usually correlated with positive
results. Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory posits that self-reflection individuals-those
who can mediate between knowledge and action-evaluate their own thought processes. As
Pajares (1996, p. 543) put it, "Knowledge, skill, and prior attainments are often poor
predictors of subsequent attainments because the beliefs that individuals hold about their
abilities and about the outcome of their efforts powerfully influence the ways they will
behave". Thus, helping learners self-regulate their own learning through enhancing their selfefficacy is essential.
Even though self-efficacy is correlated with many variables, the role of the context of
learning where the first or the second language is productive in promoting learners’ selfefficacy beliefs needs to be crystallized in order to see whether a certain context yields more
fruitful for developing certain language skills. This study aims to point out the relationship
between study abroad and self-efficacy perceptions of learners and its effects on all language
skills.
Impact of Study Abroad on Students’ Motivation
Motivational research on foreign languages dates back to the 1960s, when a basic distinction
between integrative and instrumental motivation for language study (see Gardner & Lambert,
1959) was the case. Accordingly, instrumental motivation refers to learners’ desire to learn a
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foreign language in order to achieve a specific purpose (e.g. pass a test, get a job), while
integrative motivation stands for the desire of learning a language for communicative
purposes and becoming a part of target community (Gardner & Lambert, 1972). In line with
this, the study abroad participants, who are usually integratively motivated, tend to become
better achievers (see Koul, Roy, Kaewkuekool, & Ploisawaschai, 2009; Kouritzin, Piquemal,
& Renaud, 2009). However, the instrumental and integrative distinction is not clear-cut in
recent studies (Dörnyei, 1994). Therefore, individual variables such as self-efficacy, inner and
outer motivation, self-confidence, need for achievement, and other specific factors need
exploration.
For a clearer understanding of the impact of study abroad on students’ self-efficacy among
language learners, this study poses the following questions:
1. Does study abroad experience have any impact on students’ self-efficacy?
1. a) Does study abroad experience have an impact on the self-efficacy of learners in
all language skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking)?
2. Does the length of study abroad experience affect the degree of learners’ self-efficacy?
3. Do males and females differ in self-efficacy beliefs?
There have been numerous studies conducted on study abroad, but little evidence has
been gathered on the impact of study abroad on students’ self-efficacy beliefs. Due to the
increased partnership of the study abroad programs in universities in Turkey during the last
few decades, it may be useful to identify the effects of participation in these programs on
students’ self-efficacy beliefs in all language skills and motivation. Moreover, only a few
studies were conducted with the aim of finding out the impact of study abroad on learners’
self-efficacy in all language skills (Cubillos & Ilvento, 2012; Jeter, 2013). The available
studies generally focus on sojourners’ perceptions before and after their study abroad
experience. Although pre- and post-experience of the participants might be enriching, drawing
such a comparison without considering the perceptions of other participants who have had no
study abroad experience may not give a clear picture; therefore, comparing the self-efficacy
belief of those who had study abroad experience with those who had not might be a
worthwhile attempt.
Literature Review
Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is grounded within social cognitive theory, which posits that individuals possess
a system of self-belief that provides them with the ability of controlling their feeling, actions,
and thoughts (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1989) defines self-efficacy as people’s beliefs of
their own capabilities in order to fulfil a particular assignment successfully. People’s
behaviour is affected by what they think, what they believe, and what they feel (Bandura,
1986). The work of Graham and Weiner (1996) on motivational research suggests that selfefficacy is more consistent at predicting academic performance over any other motivational
constructs. Therefore, self-efficacy is considered a better predictor of success than actual
abilities. In another study, Bandura (1997) explicitly explained what sort of influences selfefficacy has on learners, whether it influences emotional states and feelings of the learners,
how much effort learners expend when doing a particular task, the level of resistance,
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endurance, and patience to difficulties when facing an obstacle, pursued courses of actions
and decisions, and the degree of success perceived.
A high level of self-efficacy might mean much for language learners. Accordingly,
students with higher academic self-efficacy levels readily take challenging assignments upon
themselves, exert further effort in the fulfilment of those assignments, and show escalated
determination when encountered a problem (Vuong, Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010). Similarly,
learners with a solid sense of self-efficacy show greater perseverance against any kind of
obstacles, higher performance, and more effective use of learning strategies (Matthews,
2010). Considering the importance of self-efficacy in academic achievement, it is convenient
to analyze the elements that designate its substantiality and persistence.
According to Bandura (1989), there are four main overarching sources of self-efficacy;
(1) mastery experiences (previous achievements create positive self-perception of capacity),
(2) vicarious experiences (exemplification and indirect experience exert influence), (3)
emotional states (self-perceptions are improved with support and heartening), (4) social/verbal
persuasions (interpreting others’ emotional states can influence perceived self-efficacy of an
individual).
Mastery experience has a great share in the development of self-efficacy (Siegle &
McCoach, 2007). It is necessary for learners to observe their freshly obtained skills in action
in order to evaluate the level of their proficiency. The performance does not have to be
impeccable for self-efficacy development unlike the expectations; in fact, failures and
inadequacies in ability might be a turning point, if the learner can address those deficiencies
to inadequacies in practicing (Wachholz & Etheridge, 1996).
Vicarious experience, which is witnessing others carrying out an assignment, is
another essential step of self-efficacy. For foreign language learners, it can be observing
native speakers, classmates, or other language learners fulfilling a similar assignment about
language successfully. Observing the success of others is vital in self-efficacy development,
but the observed experience of success must be something that the learner can elaborate on
(Usher, 2009). If the model’s attributes are similar to their own, the influence of the vicarious
experience is strong. Emotions and feelings are motions of a learner when doing a particular
task. Negative thoughts and fears while doing a particular task are often linked to first lower
self-efficacy level and then ensure inadequate performances; therefore, the correlation
between anxiety and low self-efficacy and low performance can make greater sense.
Another crucial step of this process is verbal motivation. However, this motivation
does not have to be from positive feedbacks of an educator because any kind of sincere
heartening would be enough (Wang & Pape, 2007). Verbal persuasion is feedback from
others, typically teachers and mentors, and they play a very critical role in terms of enhancing
self-efficacy. Positive persuasions encourage and empower self-efficacy while negative
persuasions defeat and weaken self-efficacy beliefs of learners. However, it should be noted
that learners should not be constantly provided with positive persuasions when they do not
warrant it (Bandura, 1997).
According to Mills (2007), assessing self-efficacy in foreign language classrooms has
many advantages: evaluating students’ perceived competence in the course objectives, the
influence of a new pedagogical approach on students’ self-efficacy (pre vs. post), the
influence of pedagogical interventions (ex: workshops, etc.) on students’ or teachers’ selfefficacy, the influence of teaching learning strategy techniques (ex: reading strategies, etc.) on
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students’ self-efficacy, and longitudinal evaluation of self-efficacy beliefs. Whether learning
context has a bearing on learners’ self-efficacy beliefs represents an important avenue of
research.
Study Abroad
Study abroad experience is indeed a unique opportunity for students to practice and improve
their language skills. The historical roots of study abroad research go back to the 60s and 70s
to Carroll’s (1967) and Schumann and Schumann’s (1977) work, which are the pioneers about
the role of study abroad on language development. Carroll’s (1967) study focused on
proficiency attained to thousands of students in the U.S. who major in various foreign
languages such as French, Italian, German, and Spanish. Even though the study was not
directly related to study abroad, the results she got from the study were very informative with
reference to the key effect of such an experience on students’ proficiency. It revealed that
those with study abroad experience, compared to those who had not, were more proficient in
foreign languages. Another study conducted by Schumann and Schumann (1977) was an
adoption of process-focused learning. Learners’ stories of language learning experience were
focused, and the study revealed that the social, cognitive, and personal states are as effective
as age, aptitude, and personal variables in study abroad settings.
There have been plenty of studies confirming the positive influence of study abroad
experience in terms of proficiency (Allen & Heron, 2003), grammatical competence (Howard,
2005), fluency (Segalowitz & Freed, 2004; Wood, 2007), intercultural communicative
competence (Kural, 2015), and reading and writing (Dewey, 2004; Kinginger, 2008), even
though the potential merits of study abroad experience do not always translate into language
gains (Shievely, 2007). Moreover, in another study, Turkish Erasmus students exhibited
lingering perspectives shifting from native-speaker norms to intelligibility (Kaypak &
Ortaçtepe, 2014).
Impact of Study abroad on Motivation
In the past two decades, motivational theories have increased considerably, paving the way
for new perspectives. Schumann’s “sustained deep learning” (SDL) is one of them, and it
highly supports the analysis of the provisional variables which supports second language
acquisition (Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005). According to Schumann, SDL is a kind of learning that
requires a long time in order to gain expertise and proficiency. In his theory, motivation
depends on the biological understanding of value of learners. When faced with complex tasks
such as learning a foreign language, the best motivation is the one that sustains learners until
achieving expertise and proficiency in the target language (Schumann, 1997).
Dörnyei has brought out an alternative model to Gardner and Lambert’s motivational
model, and it is called “Process Model of Foreign Language Motivation” (Dörnyei, 2003).
This model involves factors beyond Gardner and Lambert’s focus, which is intention, and
extending it by including analysis of both evaluation and execution. The desire of learning a
language begins with intention formation, but it rapidly moves on to the execution level in
which learning environments are prior, and, finally, the evaluation level occurs in which
learners evaluate the success or failure of their task, and then they use it in developing new
intentions; therefore, this is a cycle (Dörnyei & Ottó, 1998). In cases of SDL, especially in
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language learning, the importance of post-action stage is essential. In such contexts, the most
predictive factor of further learning is self-efficacy beliefs. If the learner is convinced that his
or her performance is a successful one, he or she will exhibit higher level of persistence and
engagement in future tasks (Dörnyei, 2003).
Methodology
The purpose of this study is to examine the impact of study abroad on students’ self-efficacy.
The study was conducted in the department of English Language and Literature at KTU,
Trabzon. A convenient sampling procedure was employed, and 181 students from 2nd, 3rd, and
4th graders participated voluntarily. The participants’ age ranged from 19 to 36 with a mean of
22.6. With respect to gender distribution, females (136) outnumbered males (45), and the
participants were administered with a survey to see the demographic information as well as
their beliefs of self-efficacy in different language skills. Only the students from the second
grade on were accepted as they are the ones who start benefitting from exchange programmes
in accordance with the regulations of Erasmus office. Of the students who had study abroad
experience, Erasmus was the chief opportunity through which these learners had such
experience. Table 1 indicates the distribution of participants in terms of gender, their study
abroad experience, and the length of their stay.
Table 1
Demographics
Experimental Groups
Total number of participants

181

N. of participants with SA experience

44

N. of participants/Short-term SA

16

N. of participants/Medium-term SA

15

N. of participants/Long-term SA

12

Females

136

Males
Prior language experience/short-term
Prior language experience/medium-term
Prior language experience/long-term

45
1 or >1 semester
2 – 4 semesters
<4 semesters

SA: Study abroad experience
Instruments
To measure the impact of study abroad on self‐efficacy, a 20‐item multiple-choice
questionnaire was administered to 181 students. The questionnaire was adapted from Cubillos
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and Ilvento (2012). It was divided into four sections for each sub-language skills (reading,
writing, speaking, and listening), and was found to be reliable for all skills (α˃ .70). Along
with these questions, also a 9-item “Cultural Engagement Survey” was administered to the
students. The consistency of the items for the current study is presented in Table 2 below.
Table 2
The Reliability of Self-efficacy Questionnaire
Scale

α

Number of items

Reading

.933

5

Writing

.838

5

Listening

.832

5

Speaking

.876

5

Cultural engagement

.753

9

Note: This table shows the Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient and the number of items for each
sublanguage skills. The Cronbach’s Alpha of a reliable questionnaire should be higher than
.70.
The self-efficacy and cultural engagement of learners who had study abroad
experience and who had no abroad experience was compared following some steps in the data
analysis. The first step of the analysis was to determine the validity and reliability of the selfefficacy questionnaire. There were five questions designed for each language skill (reading,
writing, listening, and speaking) to measure the self-efficacy perceptions of the subjects on a
Likert-type scale varying from “not sure” to “completely sure”. Next, in order to explore the
self-efficacy belief differences between students with study exchange program experience and
those without language sub-skills, a 20-item multiple-choice questionnaire was run through
the SPSS 16.0 to calculate the means and standard deviations.
Findings and Discussions
The discussions will be elaborated based on the relationship between self-efficacy and gender
differences, sojourn experience, the length of stay and cultural engagement.
The impact of gender in self-efficacy perceptions
With reference to gender distribution, the female participants outnumbered males with a
ration of 3:1, that is 136 to 45. Thus, 75% of the subjects were females. When the selfefficacy beliefs of learners are compared with reference to gender (see Table 3), it could be
argued that males, except for culture, had a higher level of self-efficacy beliefs in all aspects.
However, this difference is not statistically significant (p ˃ .05). One explanation to account
for the females' lower level of self-efficacy beliefs could be interpreted as a gender difference
in the sense that boys have a tendency to be self-congratulatory, whereas girls are inclined to
be modest (Wigfield, Eccles, & Pintrich, 1996). Moreover, the discrepancy in orientations
might be rooted to female learners' use of a distinct "metric" which might mask or accentuate
their actual ideas or feelings (Noddings, 1996). That is, males and females tend to differ in
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their measurement of self-efficacy efficacy beliefs. A recent study in a Turkish context also
exhibited similar findings (see Kırmızı & Kırmızı, 2015). However, when it comes to the selfefficacy of learners in terms of their cultural engagement, it is seen that girls have a higher
level of self-efficacy. Cultural issues, compared to technical issues such as mathematics are
sciences, could deemed to be more “female-friendly”.
Table 3
The self-efficacy mean scores of males and females across different
language skills
Group Statistics

readingmean

Writingmean

gender

N

M

SD

SEM

Male

45

4.15

.68

.10

Female 136

4.02

.67

.05

Male

4.13

.59

.08

4.10

.64

.05

3.75

.69

.10

3.66

.77

.06

4.11

.62

.09

Female 136

3.88

.70

.06

Male

12

3.53

.63

.18

Female 32

3.86

.73

.12

45

Female 136
listeningmean Male

45

Female 136
speakingmean Male

Culturemean

45

Considering the overall mean scores, the learners had the highest self-efficacy scores in
writing and reading. Speaking followed the two skills and it was followed by culture and
listening. When interpreting the scores, caution should be exercised to understand the
contextual factors as these factors might affect the interpretation of results. Even though
culture is not considered a basic language skill in the conventional categorization, with the
international role of the English language and excessive speed of globalization, the call for the
inclusion of the culture as a separate language skill is more relevant now than ever before.
Therefore, as Kramcsh (1993, p.1) highlighted, “Culture in language learning is not an
expandable fifth skill, tacked on, so to speak, to the teaching of speaking, listening, reading,
and writing. It is always in the background, right from day on...” That is, culture does not
necessarily take the last seat in a hierarchy of language skills. However, that a great many
learners do not feel themselves equipped with a proper degree of cultural awareness indicates
that this skill is not given due attention in formal or informal settings.
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Self-efficacy beliefs across language skills
Table 4 demonstrates the differences in students’ self-efficacy perceptions across
different language skills.
Table 4
Self-efficacy Differences by Language Skills
SA
Reading

Writing

Listening

Speaking

Culture

N

M

SD

SA students

44

4.32

.57

Non-SA students

137

3.97

.68

SA students

44

4.51

.45

Non-SA students

137

3.98

.62

SA students

44

4.09

.69

Non-SA students

137

3.55

.72

SA students

44

4.47

.52

Non-SA students

137

3.77

.65

SA students

44

3.77

.71

SA: Study abroad, N: Number of participants, M: Mean, SD: Standard deviation
Mann-Whitney test was administered to see if the difference between the two groups
is significant or not. As table 5 suggests, there is a significant difference (p ˂ .05) between
study abroad participants and non-participants in each sub-language skill.
Table 5
A comparison of learners who had/not study abroad experience
readingmean writingmean listeningmean Speakingmea
n
Mann-Whitney U

2135.000

1534.000

1801.000

1241.00

Wilcoxon W

11588.000

10987.000

11254.000

10694.00

Z

-2.92

-4.92

-4.02

-5.89

Asymp. Sig. (2tailed)

.003

.000

.000

.000
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A fine-grained analysis of the differences in the self-efficacy beliefs or learners who
have and have not study abroad experience indicates that the participants seem to have a high
level of self-efficacy in reading skill irrespective of their participation in a study abroad
programme. This could be related to the Turkish education system which triggers students to
become parts of an exam-driven system (Karabulut, 2007). Therefore, it seems that the
participants have done enough reading practice to reach sufficient levels of self-efficacy. With
the same line of thinking, the participating students were expected to demonstrate a low level
of self-efficacy. However, both the SA students and non-SA students had the highest means in
writing skill. As the study did not include a qualitative aspect, it is difficult to provide a clear
explanation for this. The gap between the self-efficacy means of SA students and non-SA
students is the highest in speaking skill. It seems that context helps learners become armed
with a reflexive process of change and adjustment with reference to their perceptions of
speaking ability. Part of the reason could be attributed to the lingua franca status of English
through which speakers of different nationalities communicate in English. Thanks to this
socialization in a different language, learners get exposed to a variety of Englishes, which
could make them feel more secure given the potential diversity of language varieties. Such an
“inner comparison” might demystify the once hold standard English norms. That is, learners
become aware that their own variety is likely to become yet another acceptable variety and it
inherently equips the learners with a sense of achievement. Cultural engagement items were
asked only to SA students. Therefore, a comparison is not the case for the cultural aspect.
The impact on self-efficacy of learners in all language skills
Tables 6-10 present the differences in self-efficacy beliefs of students for each language skill.
These tables were developed through the SPSS16.0 in order to answer the research question
that reads “does study abroad experience have an impact on the self-efficacy of learners in all
language skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking)?”
Table 6
Self-efficacy Differences in Reading
You could read a text in English and…

SA

N

M

1. …figure out the main topic or gist.

Yes

44

4.58

No

137

4.28

2. …answer questions about very specific
information.

Yes

44

4.13

No

137

3.81

3. …figure out the meaning of words or phrases
you do not know.

Yes

44

4.15

No

137

3.70

4. …retell in Turkish what you read.

Yes

44

4.45

No

137

4.16

Yes

44

4.29

No

137

3.89

5. …use a English text to accomplish a task in
real life.

Vol. IV/ Issue 6. June 2016 © NALANS

22

As table 6 suggests, there is not a significant difference between students’ self-efficacy
perceptions in reading. In every single question, the results have almost the same difference.
An item-based analysis reveals that the students’ confidence is highest in understanding the
main topic or the gist when they read an English text. The ones without study abroad
experience suffer the most when figuring out the meaning of words or phrases they do not
know. This problem is not a serious concern for study abroad participants, and the difference
in self-efficacy beliefs in this matter seems to be the highest one.
Table 7
Self-efficacy Differences in Writing
You could write in English and…

SA

N

M

1. …communicate the main point(s) of what you
want to express.

Yes

44

4.59

No

137

4.08

2. …give supporting details and explanations.

Yes

44

4.40

No

137

3.85

Yes

44

4.40

No

137

3,87

4. …present your ideas in a clear and concise
manner.

Yes

44

4.47

No

137

3.92

5. …accomplish a task in real life.

Yes

44

4.68

No

137

4.18

3. …use correct spelling and grammar.

Table 7 clearly shows that with reference to writing skill, there is a remarkable
difference in self-efficacy beliefs of those with and without study abroad experience. Greatest
differences are seen in the questions 3-5. Study abroad participants tend to have higher selfefficacy at using correct spelling and grammar when writing than non-study abroad
participants. These results are backed with the study of Howard (2005), who highlighted the
effect of study abroad in promoting grammatical competence. The last two questions are the
ones with the highest difference. The questions represent the importance in daily usage of
English language, and the results are for the SA participants as expected from the nature of
SA experience which encourages people to communicate more often. These results are in line
with Dewey (2004) and Kinginger (2008) because their studies were on the impact of study
abroad on reading and writing, and the results were similar to ours.
Listening and speaking skills require a considerable amount of practice. It is clear
from learners’ responses that study abroad experience provided students with substantial
practicing opportunities in the target language. A remarkable number of Turkish students find
it difficult to practice the language they learn in classrooms. Therefore, their self-efficacy
levels are relatively lower in listening and speaking skills. Table 8 revealed that the level of
self-efficacy differences was notable between SA participants and non-SA participants. The
biggest difference was seen in the second item that reads as follows: “you could listen to
English and understand details”. The most important aspect of study abroad is communication
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Table 8
Self-efficacy Differences in Listening
You could listen to English and…

SA

N

1. …understand the gist of what you hear.

Yes

44

4.27

No

137

3.71

Yes

44

3.93

No

137

3.28

Yes

44

3.81

No

137

3.28

Yes

44

4.18

No

137

3.64

5. …use the information heard in English to

Yes

44

4.25

accomplish a task in real life.

No

137

3.74

2. …understand details.
3. …figure out the meaning of words or
phrases you do not know.
4. …retell in Turkish what you heard.

M

because it gives students the opportunity to use the language daily. Therefore, not
surprisingly, the improvements in these skills are the most notable as well as the self-response
of the students. In item 3, the difference is the highest after item 2. This item is related with
the one in reading questionnaire in which the highest difference was in this question even
though the differences were not as significant in the rest. This could be interpreted as the
strong position of SA experience in figuring out the meaning of words of phrases learners do
not know. The findings are in line with those of Willis et al (1977). Willis and his colleagues
did a similar research, and the strongest gains were observed in speaking and listening while
gains in reading skills were less as was the case in this study.
The highest differences are seen in oral skills (speaking and listening) in this study. As
Table 9 suggests, there is an explicit difference in self-efficacy perceptions of students
between SA participants and non-participants. Similar results were detected in the study of
Cubillos & Ilvento (2012). They conducted a study on the impact of study abroad on selfefficacy with pre- and post- perceptions of students, and at the end of the study, highest gains
were seen in the oral skills, which is in line with our findings. As it is mentioned in the
analysis of table 8, speaking skill is the most benefitted one in terms of self-efficacy.
Matsumura (2001) and Shardakova’s (2005) works revealed that study abroad experience
helps enhance the use of speech acts. Given the context of the study, it could be argued that
Turkish students face serious problems when practicing speaking. As the city where the
research is undertaken is located in a place where learners are offered limited opportunities to
practice their speaking in the foreign language outside the classroom context, it is not
surprising that a considerable number of students feel themselves underequipped. This study,
therefore, backs the idea that study abroad has an impact at enhancing speaking skills and
speaking self-efficacy.
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Table 9
Self-efficacy Differences in Speaking
You could speak in English and…

SA

N

1. …communicate the main point(s) of what

Yes

44

4.56

you want to say.

No

137

3.90

2. …give supporting details and explanations

Yes

44

4.47

at a listener’s request.

No

137

3.63

3. …solve communication problems when you

Yes

44

4.34

do not know how to say something or

No

137

3.59

4. …know whether the listener is understanding

Yes

44

4.27

you correctly.

No

137

3.73

5. …accomplish a task in real life.

Yes

44

4.70

No

137

4.01

M

when the listener does not understand.

The impact of the length of the program
Table 10 points to the self-efficacy gains by the length of study abroad programs. In order to
address to the second research question that reads “Does the length of study abroad
experience affect the degree of learners’ self-efficacy?”, an examination of the stay abroad
period and self-efficacy mean scores was carried out. The length of the program was divided
into three in order to get more detailed information about the gains. Accordingly, short term
program stood for 2-5 months, medium term referred to 5-10 months, and long term was
considered to be over 10 months.
Table 10
Self-efficacy Gains by the Length of Study Abroad Programs
M(Short term)

M(Medium term)

M(Long term)

N: 16

N: 15

N: 12

Reading

4.1

4.4

4.3

Writing

4.3

4.6

4.6

Listening

3.9

4.0

4.2

Speaking

4.1

4.5

4.7

Culture

3.5

3.6

4.3
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As the table indicates, the length of study abroad is directly proportional with selfefficacy gains. There exists a gradual improvement in every language skill, except for
reading. The participants showed significant increase in self-efficacy beliefs; however, the
increase is more evident in longer stays. These results are in line with Cubillos and Ilvento
(2012). With longer stays, speaking self-efficacy gets stronger, and cultural engagement level
improves. Reading and writing self-efficacies do not show much increase, while listening
self-efficacy improved gradually.
The role of cultural engagement on learners’ self-efficacy beliefs were explored
through nine cultural engagement activities (see Table 11). These items aimed at eliciting
information about the frequency of learners’ involvement in the activities, if any. In line with
Cubillos and Ilvento (2012), it was assumed that the participants who have a higher degree of
exposure to the following activities had a higher level of self-efficacy. Therefore, only the SA
students responded to the following questions.
Table 11
Frequency of Cultural Engagement Activities
N
Shopping/visiting local markets
Movies/entertainment catering to locals
Restaurants/pubs/cafes catering to locals
Visiting local families/friends in their homes
Participating in worship services
On campus informal conversations
Events sponsored by the study abroad program
Extracurricular activities (student clubs,
intramurals, etc.)
Volunteering, service learning, internships,
shadowing

44
44
44
44
44
44
44

M
4.88
4.52
4.68
3.40
2.97
3.38
3.97

Std. Deviation
.32
.79
.63
1.48
1.30
1.48
1.43

44

3.59

1.48

44

2.54

1.50

It is seen that shopping and visiting local markets were the most frequently practiced
cultural activities. It was followed by going to restaurants/pubs/cafes catering to locals and
movies/entertainment catering to locals. Events sponsored by the study abroad program,
extracurricular activities, and visiting local families/friends had a high frequency. The least
frequently practices activities were volunteering, service learning, internships, shadowing and
participating in worship services. As the number of the participants is limited, a regression
analysis was not carried out.
Conclusions
Based on the previous analysis, the study offers the following conclusions:
1. Study abroad experience does influence the self-efficacy beliefs of students. The statistical
analysis of student responses showed a significant difference between students with and
without study abroad experience. It follows that helping learners benefit from contextual aids
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might empower them so that they will develop a sense of interculturality through which they
enjoy the lenses of host and home countries.
2. Self-efficacy differences occur with significance in all sub-language skills. The difference
was greatest in oral skills (speaking and listening). It is highly likely that the exam-driven
education system in Turkey makes some skills privileged, if not easily acquired. Since the
examination system is reading-oriented, students feel comfortable with their reading skills.
Therefore, students know that they can do well in reading. However, arming students with a
strong sense of self-efficacy will help promote self-regulating learning, and a conducive
environment for it could be the country where the target language is spoken more than the
home country. Even if the amount and density of exposure is not guaranteed, Englishes one
could get exposed to will facilitate acculturation, which in turn will promote learners’ selfefficacy. Thus, helping learners get exposed to English varieties might result in demystifying
the language acquisition process.
3. The longer was the program, the higher was the self-efficacy means. Therefore, the high
mean scores are associated with longer stays. As previously mentioned, the difference in selfefficacy beliefs between those with and without study abroad experience is significant for
students with study abroad experience. However, those students with longer stays had even
greater means of self-efficacy beliefs.
4. For all sub-components (reading, writing, speaking, listening) there was not a statistically
significant difference between males and females. Therefore, this study suggests that selfefficacy beliefs of students are not affected by their gender. However, that males had higher
scores of self-efficacy in all skills except for culture should be treated with caution.
5. Interaction with the target community is associated with self-efficacy gains. However, since
the number of participants who had study abroad experience is limited, it might be relatively
early to draw a firm conclusion.
Limitations of the Study
This study relies on the self reports of the participants. Their perception of their
abilities is taken into consideration to reach a conclusion. It may not apply to all learners as it
was administered on English major students studying at the department of English Language
and Literature at KTU. Moreover, we do not have pre- and post-perceptions of the
participants. Therefore, the net gain in every individual is not known but only a comparison is
core to the study.
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The

decentred epic narratives are persistently dealing with the editing of history,
deconstructing the ideas of heroism, glory and nationalism, and reconstructing the so-called
"hero." This paper deals with Orhan Pamuk's postmodern epical story, A Strangeness in My
Mind (2015) within the context of postmodernist literature and explores the novel as a
postmodernist epic. The paper argues that A Strangeness in My Mind, raising the issues
pertaining to fluctuating historical states of modernism(s) and postmodernism(s), can be read
and reviewed as a textual parody of premodern and modern epics, and that Pamuk's narrative
rewrites/reconstructs the cultural history of modern Istanbul from the perspective of the nonİstanbulite (and non-elite) central character. This paper, therefore, firstly explores how the
picaresque narrative of Mevlut debunks the expectations from a conventional heroic epicstory, undermining the "classical" heroic traits and secondly, the paper analyse the way the
decentred epical hero is revealed to deconstruct the modern(ist) epic heroes as well.
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Decentred Epical Hero in Orhan Pamuk’s
‘A Strangeness in My Mind’
Gülnur Demirci
This paper deals with Orhan Pamuk’s postmodern epical story, A Strangeness in My
Mind (2015) within the context of postmodernist literature. The paper argues that A
Strangeness in My Mind, raising the issues pertaining to fluctuating historical states of
modernism(s) and postmodernism(s), can be read and reviewed as a textual parody of
premodern and modern epics, and that Pamuk’s narrative rewrites/reconstructs the cultural
history of modern Istanbul from the perspective of the non-İstanbulite (and non-elite) central
character, Mevlut, a passer-by, signposting a transparent agency for the postmodern mind of
the implied author. Although epic writing is itself, by and large, inextricably linked to history,
it either supersedes history emerging as an alternative to history, or it is interwoven into
history. In fact, it is difficult to be cognizant of to what extent it is history, pseudo-history or
fiction. Yet, the parody of the epic, as observed in various cases, is associated with history
and historiography. This feature of the epic, particularly, is concerned with “parodisation,”
one step further from sheer ridicule and bitter criticism. Both the epic and parody deals with
memory, tracking across, roaming between and exploiting up, thereby blurring the boundaries
between seriousness and humour, dignity and folly, tragic and comic, ambition and
flaneurism, heroic deeds and cowardice, fact and fantasy, stability and mobility, past and
future, and history and rewriting. Since one of the functions of postmodern parody is to
conjecture a communal past, as Nünning stresses, postmodern writing provides “a doublecoded dialogue between the present and the cultural past” and argues that it can also “serve as
a means of highlighting the complex language and inventory of cultural memory” (130). So, it
seems hardly possible to unfurl an umbrella that will bring together, unite, and reconcile the
essential functions of parody but the decentred epic narratives are persistently dealing with the
editing of history, deconstructing the ideas of heroism, glory and nationalism and
reconstructing the so-called “hero.” Therefore, a postmodernist storytelling with an epical
figure and story besides a historical panorama of Istanbul provide the reader not solely with
the plot, content, and narrative technique of the work but also draws on the parody, irony, and
deconstruction/reconstruction of conventional understanding of the hero. This paper,
therefore, firstly explores how the picaresque narrative of Mevlut debunks the expectations
from a conventional heroic epic-story, undermining the “classical” heroic traits. Secondly, the
paper analyse the way the decentred epical hero is revealed to deconstruct the modern(ist)
epic heroes.
Mevlut as a Hero and Parody of Hero
Portrayed in the narrative are “the adventures and dreams of Mevlut Karatas and his
friends,” representing a sort of panorama of Istanbul covering 1969-2012, mostly from the
perspective of Mevlut, the adventurous boza vendor. The initial paragraph exposes the
contextual ingredient of the story, igniting the seemingly conventional elements of the epic,
picaresque, and the bildungsroman. However, since postmodernism, as Bauman argues, is
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associated with “a state of mind” reflecting upon itself, in the case of Pamuk’s hero, the state
of mind reveals itself to be a postmodernist consciousness, embodied through boza, bringing
together a traditional background, modern popularity and postmodern perspective. The naïve
and sentimental mind as represented in Mevlut accords with Bauman’s idea of “pensive
mood:”
Postmodernity is all these things and many others. But it is also—perhaps more than
anything else—a state of mind. More precisely—a state of those minds who have the
habit (or is it a compulsion?) to reflect upon themselves, to search their own contents
and report what they found: the state of mind of philosophers, social thinkers, artists—
all those people on whom we rely when we are in a pensive mood or just pause for a
moment to find out whence we are moving or being moved (vii).
Hence, the story unveils the arrival of historical modernisation, capitalism, and
urbanisation in Istanbul and its protracted transformation of human life and experience; yet,
Mevlut’s response to these transformations display a postmodern characteristic. He turns out
to be an embodiment and co-emergence of the modern and postmodern culture in Turkey. The
thematic and structural affinities, moreover, between classical/ modern epic and A
Strangeness in My Mind disclose Pamuk’s play with the generic aspects as well as social
notions and his attempt to rewrite history. In this process, the aspiration for the simultaneous
construction of the individual and collective history becomes a postmodernist strategy in the
representation of the possible world of the hero. Thus, Mevlut swaying the conventional
features of the epical hero aims to play with the idea of victory, through the replacement of
heroic conquest with degraded invasion (set in suburb) and fragmented occupation (the
business of boza).
A Strangeness in My Mind encompasses individual and national level of struggles,
quests, journeys, and missions invoking, with connection to its structure and form, in the
minds of the readers a heroic character and an epic story. In his analytic and critical essay
“The End of Hero” Maurice Blanchot observes:
It is true, the myth of the hero is not easily erased. There is the space hero, the hero of
the stadium, or the hero of comic books. And we are apt to praise some state leader by
calling him the most illustrious of history's heroes. The hero is the ambiguous gift
literature bestowed on us before becoming conscious of itself (368).
According to this passage, Blanchot affirms that the hero has not disappeared, yet it is
transformed and reconstructed within the postmodern context and ambience of society and
literature. One of the possible ways of reading the omnipresence of the idea of hero in
literature is the obsession of postmodern mind with parodisation and reconstruction. The
transformation of epic elements and the application of the characteristics of epic heroes in
contemporary literature evince the yearning to discover the purposes of selectivity in the use,
usage, and parodisation of these bygone stories.
From Homer’s Achilles to Joyce’s Leopold Bloom, epic stories cannot be delineated
without a hero who obviates the plot, theme, and other thematic and formal elements of the
work in the presence of grand settings, wide scale events, and national or global related
themes. Until recent literary experiments and tendencies, creating such a hero –or creating a
hero of such an epic required attributing to the hero characteristics extending the capacities of
physical, moral, and mental strength of human beings. Although a hero necessitated
perfection in these qualities, the degree of their diffusion displayed variance in relation to
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diachronic history; in classical time physical strength and exceptional power accompanied the
hero whereas since early modern times intellectual and linguistic capacities have outdistanced
the pre-eminence and authority of physical power. As to moral texture, rather than the degree
of morality, the essence of morality has undergone modification and variance over time and
space. Today, this is taking another turn, and the postmodern world is creating heroes who are
moving away from intellectual ambitions as well. Pamuk’s A Strangeness in My Mind can be
said to be one of the best representative of this type of hero. Apart from contextual elements,
some formal and structural conventions of epic are conspicuous in A Strangeness in My Mind
(such as the beginning in the middle of the story, the episodic narration of the events, and the
issues concerning a whole nation); and the parallelism and antithesis between traditional epic
hero and Mevlut is where the flavour of epic and its parody is sensed most.
First of all, we should launch the question that what makes Mevlut, the boza vendor, a
hero, antihero, or in-betweens? Mevlut has been attributed neither national importance and
fame, nor physical strength or a sharp wit. Instead, he is the most insignificant, naïve,
inefficient, and whose presence and effect least-felt figure among the characters of the story.
Indeed, Mevlut lacks all the so called crucial characteristics which an epic hero is supposed to
possess. The significance ascribed to him stems from his inward-oriented yet observing
nature. The very beginning of the novel, as stated above, greets the readers with a very short
summary of the plot, which will be unfolded completely in the following few pages. In this
prologue, Pamuk heralds that this is the “dreams and adventures” of Mevlut Karatas.
However, throughout the story, the reader doubts if the situations Mevlut finds himself in can
be identified as “dreams and adventures” considering the reader’s schemata of premodern and
modern heroes. Although certain events, particularly eloping with the wrong person, can be
labelled as unprecedented, Mevlut’s treatment of these events cannot be attributed much
adventurous insight. The incongruity between the connotation of the word “adventure”
retaining its mythical, national, and heroic sense and Mevlut’s perception of and reaction to
them subvert the epic notions and the significance attached to epic in the hierarchy of genres;
or broadly speaking it subverts hierachisation of genres.
Mevlut is a hero who is glorious despite, or through, being passive, silent, and
isolated, which differs him from both premodern and modern heroes. To recall Blanchot, he
says “the hero is solely action and action makes him heroic, but this heroic doing is nothing
without being” (369). The core of Blanchot’s tenet is that a hero is made up of being, action,
and speech. The backbone of epic is victory, and victory is achieved through action by a hero
who has not emerged out of blues, but specified with an origin. Blanchot marks the difference
between the master and hero, he reiterates the fact that “Achilles was the hero and
Agamemnon was the master”. He contends that what makes the hero superior to, and more
memorable, is the speech: “In this sense, and granting that the hero is master, the man who
seems to possess speech as a power will be this master's master” (371). Speech has operative
function both in premodern and modern epics; in premodern it is the transformative power; in
modern epics, speech possesses a revolutionary and reactionary force. As to postmodernism,
Ihab Hassan terms it “literature of silence” (The Dismemberment of Orpheus 19). The first
significant switch from the classical epic hero was undertaken by Milton who, in his infamous
Paradise Lost, mystified the hero with his portrayal of the antagonists -both Satan and Adamwith heroic characteristics and moral twists, and portrayed them both as heroic and
sympathetic characters (even a third character, Christ, can be said to be the hero of the epic).
From Paradise Lost to contemporary literature, the idea of hero has undergone radical
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transformations, and most significantly it lost its seriousness and reality. Accordingly, the
actions and their nature are temporised, but putting aside the nature of actions, the role and
centrality of hero at the centre of these actions is the crux of the transformation of epic. A
Strangeness in My Mind is indeed abounding in actions, journeys, and quests but the agent of
these actions in most cases is not the hero. The story covers a time span of almost half a
century -from 1969 to 2014- during which the dwellers of Istanbul witnessed a lot of
upheavals from political battles and coups to earthquakes and assassinations; in addition,
Mevlut’s own family and friends confront plenty of actions such as elopements, murders,
migrations, and financial crises. One of these important events, an elopement, is experienced
by Mevlut himself. Yet, not only it resulted in running away with the wrong girl and
submissively marrying her, but also Mevlut played little role in the organisation and execution
of the elopement, which resulted in being tricked by his cousin Suleyman. Afterwards, the
reader learns that “Mevlut told Ferhat a rather embellished version of the story of how he’d
run away with Rayiha. Neither Suleyman nor his van featured in it” (216). Although
Suleyman is the intermediator, the planner, and also the schemer of all the arrangement (and
also the trick), Mevlut shows no sign of reaction, regression, or revenge. Instead, he fantasizes
the event by heroising himself. However, Mevlut’s revisualisation of the episode seems
innocent rather than suggesting impotency. A similar situation occurs when people decide
what job he should do after his cart was taken away by the police. He not only acknowledges
his dependence on them but also welcomes this situation: “He could sense that Rayiha,
Samiha and Ferhat had already decided everything. The truth was that he didn’t even mind”
(383). Such examples are profound in the story; and they demonstrate his passivity not only in
action but also in language.
Indeed, the strange characteristic of Mevlut, the strangeness in his mind, emerges after
a certain moment whereas his childhood and adolescence is respectively typical and mundane:
“Mevlut recognized the strange silence he was entering would stay with him for years to
come” (8). This “strange silence,” which will constantly accompany him, or which will be
silenced when he responds to the city one day while selling boza on the streets, occurs to him
once he finds what he was given is kismet rather than his intention. His indifference and
perplexity which is transformed as a ‘strange silence’ is the beginning of the philosophical
dilemma of his life, the question of what we encounter and attain in life: our intentions or our
kismet. Thus, the adventures of Mevlut rest on his inner life: the inner quest of a response to
the city rather than the exterior journeys, accomplishments, failures, and struggles that are
economic -due to the urbanisation and loss of the value of street vendors, social –generating
because of his oscillating relationship with his cousins and friends, and cultural – arising from
the encounter of modernity and traditional life.
Mevlut’s inactivity and silence does not only proceed from his incompetence, and lack
of power, he is also free from all sorts of ambition and enthusiasm except selling boza
whatever the occasions are. Unlike a hero who fights and rescues his people or nation, Mevlut
is often hesitant to take part or even sides in conflicts, fights, and problems which take place
in his very close circle and interest his own family and friends. Pamuk presents almost all
major events that happened in Istanbul over 40 years, including construction of gecekondu
houses, earthquakes, elections, family treasons, conflicts with friends. Yet, putting aside his
inability and inefficiency, Mevlut barely shows enthusiasm to act upon or react against these
events. Mevlut is an observer rather than a homodiegetic character involved in the story he
tells. He is portrayed as observing the everyday conflicts, social aspirations of the ordinary
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people to hold on life, somewhat lumpen attitudes of the traditional people and their hypocrisy
within the urban context. For instance:
He was twenty one years old and he had never slept with a woman. A pretty girl with a
headscarf and good morals, the kind he would like for a wife, would never sleep with
him before they got married; and he would never want to marry a woman willing to
have sex with him before the wedding (Pamuk 152).
This dilemma clearly highlights the effect of modern life on human experience and conflict.
Although Mevlut encounters such problems that turn into impasse in the course of the family
history, he retains his moral stance. Indeed, his naïve and peaceful state of mind is concerned
with his relentless passivity. Instead of invigorating the effect and shock of these reiterating
familial clashes, quarrels, and rows, he reconciles these two mutually repelling life styles as
he incorporates the intentions of his language and the intentions of his heart.
At such narrative sections, Mevlut appears to be an observer rather than a storytelling
agent but particularly his emic and etic perspective is of consideration in this context. That is,
he meets people but not completely becomes part of their life. He is neither a sheer outsider
nor a mere insider. As a detached participant of people’s lives, he aimlessly wanders on the
streets as a vendor --the act of vending provides a surrogate motive for the travelling hero—
and enters the apartments. His neutral status enables him not only to have a temporary touch
with the İstanbulite people from various backgrounds but also to join their daily activities
such as dinner, chat, gossiping, political debate, rituals, and the like. His exchange of
persuasive vendor discourse with both secular and conservative people and his convincing
them to buy and drink boza show that he transforms the authentic beverage into a means of
reconciliation between different worlds: boza as a crucial element, brings together the modern
and the traditional; the stable and the mobile, and the realm of discourse and intention.
Moreover, Mevlut, like the boza as such, is associated with the past and the present. Though
an ardent vendor of boza, Mevlut is not an ambitious persona regardless of how much money
he saves. He never gives up vending boza at nights, which indicates his love for the streets
and the echo of his postmodern mind which relinquishes singularity, and the artificial
dichotomies of wrong and right (in the sense of strict morality), religious and secular, holy
and unholy. On the streets, he distributes the boza to any type of person and he can have
conversation with people. Probably, that is why he finds the streets “quieter” (311). The
streets enhance Mevlut’s intellectual and imaginative powers by urging him into pondering
and reflection foregrounding him as a distinct personality:
At night Mevlut watched the whole world transformed into a mysterious realm of
shadows, with the city’s own darkness cloaking the alleyways, and faraway streets
rising like rugged cliffs through the gloomy. The cars that chased each other on to
were just as strange as those dark backstreets in the night who knew where those
black mountains on the side of the TV screen were, why that dog was running, why it
was on TV, and why that woman was crying, all by herself (311).
This, in return, the streets of Istanbul help Mevlut reproduce the cultural history of Istanbul
cultivating his own perception, observations, and experience with the pronouncements of
official history (but privileging the debris of residents of the suburb neighbourhoods, socalled gecekondu houses and their glory). Thus, the parodic elements, lead to reconstruction
of history, in Nünning’s terms, “by conducting a double-coded dialogue between the present
and the cultural past” (130).
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Mevlut’s serene imperfection and heroic passivity is disclosed in almost all
compelling and minor events. Mevlut possesses two specific fears. One is fear of dogs; and
the second is the fear of loneliness. The former is a recurrent motif in the narrative, which
subverts Mevlut as a hero. Mevlut has a peculiar fear of dogs, which indicates the unheroic
trait of Mevlut as an epic hero. Unlike a hero of an epic, he is not bold enough to face the
dogs, a sort of mimicry of nature and a caricature of foes. The latter undermines his quality as
a hero, who supposedly endures loneliness although he is the spokesman of his people and
always standing with them. However, Mevlut turns this image upside down. When his father
forbids him visiting his uncle’s house and his friend Ferhat, he tells Ferhat that “He [his
father] wants me to fight with you and end up alone and friendless in Istanbul, just like him”
(169). Like his fear of dogs, his fear of loneliness and his happiness which is derived from the
knowledge that there is a family waiting for him while working on the streets, are frequently
referred to and reminded to the reader. After Rayiha dies and his older daughter Fatma
marries, his only daughter left with him elopes; unlike expected from him by society, he is not
disturbed and concerned about neither his honour nor her education as much as he is
disturbed by the fear of being alone:
Mevlut knew though that, the real cause of his anxiety wasn’t the thought of his
daughter not finishing high school or going to college but he would soon be
completely alone in the house and more generally in the world (500).
Despite the endeavours and craving for not being alone, including keeping on seeing his
uncle’s family despite their plots against his own family, forgiving his daughter, and
remarrying after Rayiha’s death, he cannot overcome the sense of loneliness, which has been
already declared at the beginning of the plot: “There is a strangeness in my mind’ said Mevlut
‘no matter what I do, I feel completely alone in this world” (228). Hence, the hero who is not
obliged to anything or anyone turns to be seeking company; Mevlut’s characteristic negates
the virility concomitant to the classic epic hero. Silence engulfs Mevlut and leads him to
contemplate. His statement presented in the fashion of the free indirect discourse implies his
quest outside and journey inside where the boundaries between the hierarchies are blurred:
“They would be met by barking dogs every time they crossed a village, only to be plunged
once again into a silence so deep that Mevlut wasn’t sure whether the strangeness was in his
mind or in the world” (Pamuk 8). It is notable that the strangeness is again connected to
silence, yet, the silence Mevlut hears does not refer to void dullness; rather it is a source of
reflection and a sort of speculative spatial experience through which he elaborates on life and
death. This is a voiceless conversation between the world and Mevlut, who he implies cannot
bear loneliness and utter isolation. This demonstrates that fear and silence leads him to
cogitate and reflect upon his inner world and the city, enhancing the strangeness in his mind.
This also signifies the impact of the external world on Mevlut’s inner world. (The separation
of inner and external world here is connected to the significance of the impact of city on
Mevlut’s mind rather than a dichotomy of self/individual and other/external world). Yet, the
point is that these unheroic characteristics do not debase the heroism of Mevlut, yet they
debase the traditional understanding and conventions of heroism.
The challenges and contingents that surround Mevlut would be perceived pathetic if
the humorous parodic mood and Mevlut’s eccentric indifference did not colour the overall
tone. With this state of mind, Mevlut transcends his weakness and achieves a domestic and
individual happiness in the heyday of isolations, fragmentations, and disintegrations; he can
be denoted as antiheroic hero, or to adopt from Blanchot, “naturally antinatural” (372).
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Mevlut’s heroism is rather in complicity with the satisfied self, self-oriented intrepidity, being
stripped of responsibilities and encumbrances generating from social or national strains. In an
age of modernity and urbanisation, which coincides the second half of the 20th century and
early years of the 21st century in the book -eventuating a competition of constructing
buildings and securing stable jobs, abandoning or being forced to abandon being a street
vendor and running small businesses- the heroic act is presumably to be able to find
reconciliation with the self and the external world. The time span that the narrative covers
portrays Istanbul from being a city with a few million population and newly arising
gecekondu houses, to over ten million population and skyscrapers in an epoch leaving behind
modernity and welcoming postmodernity. Moretti states in his Modern Epic that modern epic
is “the creation of the new from the past” (41). In the case of A Strangeness in My Mind,
however, not only “the new” but also “the past” is invented. The temporal setting and the
historical developments in the novel, therefore, poses a historical –and invented-anachronism. Even though the novel seemingly represents the familial history of generations
with a background of the city, the narrative is not aimed at presenting the documentation of
history from past to present nor providing a panorama of the time. Indeed, along with
reconstructing the past and the present, Pamuk changes the vantage point, and creates an
alternate persona in another setting. Preserving the epic grandeur in a way, Pamuk subverts
the accepted norms of heroism through merging the elements of the epic.
Modern Epic and Mevlut
Although Pamuk explores the advent and development of modern life in Turkey,
particularly in Istanbul, pertaining to the experience it dramatically brought to the lives of
individuals and society, and although Pamuk incorporates a realistic, historicist, and romantic
tone and narration, A Strangeness in My Mind grabs a postmodernist mood, particularly
manifested in the characteristics of Mevlut. In this sense, regarding Franco Moretti’s Modern
Epic, it can be argued that although the novel runs parallel with the works of modernist
European epic writers, it also undermines the existing conceptions of modern epic. It is
possible to identify the distinguishing elements --not mere distinct features—with reference to
the defining properties of the postmodern epic and the representativeness of A Strangeness in
My Mind of this type.
Revisiting Mevlut’s silence and passivity, here and now, we must remember the
modern epics assayed and outlined by Moretti. Moretti contrasts the passivity of modern epic
heroes with the pre-modern epic heroes who are adherent to actions. At first glance, Pamuk’s
postmodern hero can be analogised to these modern epic heroes with modernity being the
setting and passivity of the hero being on the stage. However, a crucial difference is soon
discerned; the silence of Mevlut deviates from that of modern heroes who are passive in
action yet productive in language and intellectual effort. Silencing the hero had already started
in the early forms of pre-postmodern epic parody. One of the exemplar of these is Alexander
Pope’s The Rape of Lock which is analysed by Tatjana Schaefer as the parody of Ulysses.
Schaefer states that “Pope omits the force and volume of Ulysses’s great voice entirely.
Eustathius suggests that the great voice is generally ‘a virtue.’ Similarly Agamemnon
‘bellowed’ loudly a little earlier” (92). This pronouncement accords in a way with Moretti’s
analysis of modern epics. However, Moretti mostly focuses on the estrangement of the hero
from action by embracing passivity. The modern epic writers, as Moretti classifies and
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investigates, Goethe, Joyce, Melville, Wagner, Pound, Musil, and Eliot,2 individualized the
hero shrinking his mission from national or global journeys and battles into personal
adventures, and they narrowed down the scope of events and setting: “It is like a zoom shot:
from the world to the nation state to the city to the house” (238). These writers create their
own epics and heroes in accordance with, or as reaction to the circumstances brought by
modernity and in the tradition of modernism. The representation of the developments related
to modernity and postmodernity such as capitalism, urbanisation, and transformation of
human experience which took place during the 19th and early 20th century in Europe provides
these writers with a context of social semi-transformation, cultural quasi-transition and
generic fluctuation. What is more interesting is that all these changes and shifts after
modernism and the postmodern turn in Turkish context bring about discordance rather than
accordance. Pamuk’s postmodern saga, in that sense, exhibits a conscious attempt of picturing
the coexistence of modernity and postmodernity. In this vein, Pamuk has much in common
with those who have responded (via reaction/reflection) to the early examples of the epic in
Western tradition, and those who have attempted to invent their own epical narrative
corresponding to the zeitgeist.
One of the most notable idiosyncrasies of modern epic hero which is issued by Moretti
is the individualization of the quest, vocation, and tasks. Yet, it is seen that this
individualization should be distinguished from the individualization of the selfhood. The
individualisation process which sprang much earlier both in society and literature, with the
rise of the novel, has reached its peak during the Enlightenment. Yet, as Scott Lash says
“Indeed Enlightenment individualism is more about ‘being-individual’ than becomingindividual at all” (viii). According to his and Beck’s analysis, while being individual belongs
to early modernity, becoming individual is rather achieved during the late modernity, or
namely modernism (viii). The developments regarding modernisation and urbanisation, on the
one hand, contributed to the isolation of the individual, and the scientific developments and
industrialisation triggered the isolation of the individual; on the other hand, these same
transformations and reforms have made the individual more dependent on the external
conditions and turned her into a slave to the system by regarding her as not individual but part
of the collective entity and unity. Thus, two ostensibly contrasting processes went hand in
hand: being individual and isolated, and being vulnerable and subordinate to the community
and system. The inherent and natural power of a hero is not possible to be exposed in a
modern epic as it was in the classical epic; rather it is doomed to be confronted by the
antagonistic power of social and economic system, which seems to be more acute than the
enmity of supernatural powers, relentless armies, and ancient gods. Correspondingly, the
individualisation of modern, postmodern too, hero assumes a paradoxical situation. On the
one hand, the hero is stripped of all national and social tasks and expectations returning to his
individual ambitions and aspirations; on the other hand, the emancipation of the hero from the
society and economic system of the modern life is not viable, and on the contrary it is
increasingly stronger. In modern life, those aspirations and ambitions incarcerate the self
rather than liberating it. Pamuk’s hero Mevlut achieves this emancipation to a great extent by
freeing himself from ambitions and passions thanks to his state of mind. This is the
demarcation where Mevlut is in contravention of the rules, principles and tendencies of
And Gabriel Garcia Marquez. Pamuk’s work diplays affinity mostly with Marquez’s Hundred Years of Solitude
among the epic stories Moretti explores. Both present not only family saga but also they adopt a similar tone and
mood.
2
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modern epics. While Mevlut is dependent on his cousins and friends for his financial stability
to be able to support his wife and daughters, in his inner world, his struggle is more
philosophic and achieves to remain peaceful in any case, which the other characters cannot
achieve despite their prosperity.
From premodern hero to postmodern hero, the individualisation takes place in echelon
and at variance. Epic hero varies from the nationwide quest and struggle of classic epics to the
modern hero who is after his passions and ambitions, and to the postmodern hero who has
neither national duties nor individual avidity. Mevlut’s emancipation from the necessities of
modern life and economic system is virtually does not take place; however, he achieves, or
better to say, he is naturally bestowed with, a “strange” state of mind which reproduces the
so-called external reality, not essentially legitimized in postmodernist texts. This conforms to
the character’s internal state of serenity resisting any serious act, free of all labour, mission,
and most significantly engagement. As Blanchot debates, what construes a hero is serious
action which gains meaning when allied with nobility, which is conceived as one of the
essentials of “being a hero” mostly associated with a bona fide prowess as well as wisdom. In
the Istanbulite postmodernist context, the character retains this nobility as a personal quality
to be revealed in the reconstructed city. Mevlut’s inborn integrity on the borders of the
disintegrated temporal and spatial setting helps him to dismiss the burdens and impositions.
Albeit his serene imperfection and strange mind, he harmonizes tradition and modernity,
religion and secularism, the rural and the urban, and most significantly the city and his
reflective soul.
Postmodern heroes are simply parodies of both classic and modern epic heroes while
modern epic outlines an earnest evolvement with conscious transformations and alterations.
As a parody of the classical and modern epic, A Strangeness in My Mind, does not present an
active hero, neither acting with physical boldness and prowess nor acting with intellectual
dynamism unfolded in imaginative language. Mevlut, as a postmodern hero, is an entire
embodiment of silence, inaction and conformity --but is still receptive and responsive.
Moreover, unlike the classical or modern epical hero (34), Mevlut, does not appear as a
frontier nor as a central figure, rather he represents the marginal, wanderer, sweeper,
passerby, a little different than the type of the tramp or mere flaneur in that he, for the most
part of the novel, remains uninvolved yet an unambitious participant and an indirect and
decentred commenter of the external world. While the heroes of modernist writers were
displaying safe but ambitious and enthusiastic enjoyment, Mevlut appears as individual but
unambitious, involved but isolated, and passive but responsive. Faust with his greed for
knowledge and liberty represents the condition of everyman in the rise of scientific and
industrial developments; Joyce’s Bloom epitomizes the literary and cultural rebellion against
conventions and tradition, which is extant in almost all modernist writers while Pamuk’s
Mevlut is any man on the street with regard to his social and economic class whereas he is
distinct and unique in his attitude, reaction, and love of void. Pamuk’s characterization of
Mevlut is noteworthy; one the one hand, he is a conformist which displays a submissive and
easy going personality; on the other hand, he is rebellious and is not captured by the
temptations, conditions, and requirements which modernity ordains. Mevlut watches the
conflicts and battles outside the events as Moretti says “See the fierce fights heroes waged but
from a vantage point that’s safe that of an onlooker” (40). The complex but disguised as
simple characteristic of Mevlut is indeed what carries the story ahead while the plot is already
revealed in the first pages, and the subheadings of each chapter gives a concise summary of
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that chapter. Pamuk, in this way, accomplishes to play with not only the classic and modern
epics but also with the authority of the plot. However, rather than the scarcity of adventurous
events and their lack of national or global significance, what turns the epic elements into a
parody is Mevlut’s extenuation them as well as the overall humourist tone. Nan Ellin argues:
Postmodern culture tends to mask disturbing or disruptive facts of life through irony,
humor, and shallow optimistic sound-bytes, as epitomized by Bobby McFerrin’s
popular tune which hypnotically repeats “Don’t worry; be happy,” a message rapidly
appropriated by the T-shirt industry and emblazoned upon people’s chests. Social
theorist Stjepan Mestrovic developed this theme, saying “postmodern audiences are
exposed routinely to apocalyptic themes that are camouflaged in ‘fun’ images, so that
they are not permitted to feel indignation, outrage, real concern, nor even a desire to
act. The threat of the apocalypse is converted into entertainment” (Mestrovic, 3). He
concludes, “The postmodernist mixing and borrowing of diverse themes from
scattered contexts ensures that no one can ever distinguish fully the sinister from the
benign themes. In responding to the popular media, we laugh at the same time that we
are filled with horror. Much the same difficulty exists in everyday relationships among
persons” (Mestrovic, 4) (137).
Particularly, the humour and optimistic tone in A Strangeness in My Mind with the absence
of“indignation, outrage, real concern, nor even a desire to act” in Mevlut’s and several other
characters’ case accord with the analysis of Ellin. The tension and complexity that modern
and urban life inculcates into people’s life and the paradoxical and melancholic insights are
smoothened by irony, humour, and parody. In this respect, Mevlut remains passive and
unreactive both in action and in language. Yet, his passivity does not entail an unresponsive
character. While he seems to be shaped and controlled by other people and events, his
responses to what happens are mostly constructed through his silent yet effective conversation
with the city. However, the reader hardly hears the voice of Mevlut while almost all the
characters are able to express themselves. The reader can hear them in the first person; they
can talk about how they observe the specific events or how they feel about them. Yet,
Mevlut’s mind is revealed through free indirect speech.
Hereby, Mevlut’s characterisation as both pursuant to epic hero and also in a way that
negates conventional heroic traits is related to postmodern poetics and philosophy of
individual, history, and nationalism. The narrative does not present the reader with a character
who is engaged in any message or ideological stance. He merges various modes of narration
and makes intertextual references to literary movements. The setting is marked with historical
modernity, the authorial attitude towards the text is postmodernist; the generic structure is
classic (in the sense that it presents an epic); the mood he assumes for storytelling is realistic;
the tone he adopts is humorous and parodic. The subtleties interspersed in the storyline which
creates sophisticated and manifold levels of meanings and philosophical insights obstruct to
reach simple and unambiguous meanings and conclusions. Instead, it creates a postmodern
panorama of meanings, possibilities of reading, ambiguity, and intertextuality.
Lastly, the combination of a biographical and a historical text results in a play with
historiography. Although the author involves many issues recorded in the so called official
history such as elections, coups, 9/11 terrorist attacks, it is noteworthy that he histories the
cultural and individual events as well and equates them to the milestones in official history.
The opening of the first cinema, the first article of a newspaper columnist, the death of a
calligraphy artist are presented with no less emphasis than the so called national and
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international events. In A Strangeness in My Mind, Pamuk, as in his novel the Museum of
Innocence, “broadens the world of fiction in a way that it would engulf the reality and
transform it” (Cıraklı 210). This postmodern stance has further implications in case of epic
parody. Blanchot explains the fact that “[T]he hero makes himself into a superior, quasiintemporal duration…finding again without difficulty in legend all that he lacked in history”
(370). Thus, epic is an alternative to history; what is not experienced or not told by history is
narrated by epic which exalts the nation and gives a sense of pride. In this line of thought, the
relation of an individual with the serious events rather than their political, national, or global
consequences constructs a new history and subverts the official history which is a
complication in Turkey with the speculations, mysteries, debates, and the dubiousness. In this
sense, epic writing or epic parody culminates in a reconstructing of history. Pamuk’s
postmodern epic also narrates what is not told by history: the cultural memory of modern
Turkey. However, the parodic elements subvert the exalted and exhilarated tone. Also,
ambiguity and the mixture of fact and fiction in the epic run parallel to the postmodern denial
of reality and history. Especially, when presented in a parodic mood, epic narration
re/constructs history in compliance with the intended function of the text.
To conclude, Pamuk, the historical author, under the framework and structure of epic
story-telling, presents a hero whose individual history is concurrent with that of Istanbul,
which at the same time reverberates the advent of modernity from the perspective of a
postmodern mind. However, the stylistic and formal characteristics of the work are not the
only epic conventions to be cited. Pamuk exploits numerous elements of epic narration; yet
his hero Mevlut, who is not only liberated from the quests and expectations, but also assigned
a naïve and passive characteristic, subverts and parodies the epic genre, epic hero, and
modernist criticism of them.
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The current study focuses on the use of hedging in ChemCorpus. The data for this study
consisted of a collection of 52 academic papers by magister students majoring English at
Chemnitz University of Technology. The data including 103329 words were analysed by
using the AntConc software focusing on the copulas other than ‘be’. The study revealed that
the most frequently used copula was ‘become’ in terms of base, present and past form.
Additionally, the use of hedging was investigated considering gender differences and it was
concluded that similar hedges were frequently used by both male and female students. Lastly,
there appeared to be slight differences in terms of the distribution of the selected hedges for
both groups.
Keywords: hedging, academic writing, ChemCorpus

1

Research Assistant, Artvin Çoruh University. ozturk.zeynep@hotmail.com

Vol. IV/ Issue 6. June 2016 © NALANS

44

Hedging in Academic Writings of EFL Students:
ChemCorpus
Zeynep Öztürk Duman
Introduction
In our daily life, we generally feel the need for using hedges in some certain contexts:
sometimes for refusing an invitation, sometimes for expressing negative ideas, and sometimes
for giving an advice to a friend. Either consciously or unconsciously, people have a tendency
to use hedges. Second language (L2) writing, especially academic writing, is not an exception.
Each written text includes an interaction between a reader and a writer (Hyland, 1994). Due to
this interaction in a written text, readers are expected to understand and predict the meanings
between the lines that the writer tries to explain. In this respect, hedging is considered to be an
important interactive element in academic writing and widely used in academic discourse.
Once the writers have doubts and want to express the degree of their certainty of the
utterances, they prefer to use hedges in their writings with the intention of allowing their
readers to make their own interpretations and judgments of the idea or the statement. To this
end, the primary objective of the current study is to portray the use of hedging with a specific
focus on the copulas other than ‘be’ in final academic papers of magister students attending
the department of English and American Studies at Chemnitz University of Technology. Also,
this study focuses on whether the use of hedging differs depending on gender.
The Concept of Hedging
The extensive body of literature on hedging in academic writing suggests that various
researchers have attempted to define the concept of hedging (Brown & Levinson, 1987;
Crompton, 1997; Hyland, 1994; 1998; Lakoff, 1973; Myers, 1989; Salager-Meyer, 1994). The
term ‘hedge’ was coined by Lakoff (1973), who pointed out that hedges are words “whose job
is to make things fuzzier or less fuzzy” (p. 471). In other words, hedges are used to avoid or
degrade the certainty of statements.
Similarly, Hyland (1998) defines hedging as “any linguistic means used to indicate
either a) a lack of complete commitment to the truth value of an accompanying proposition, or
b) a desire not to express that commitment categorically” (p. 1). That is to say, hedges are
collections of words that let speakers or writers reveal their ideas without implying that they
are a hundred percent sure about the statement and allow their listeners or readers to make
their own judgments and provide opportunity to reflect their own ideas.
Additionally, Salager-Meyer (1994) presents the definition of hedges as a threedimensional concept: “(1) that of purposive fuzziness and vagueness (threat-minimizing
strategy); (2) that which reflects the authors’ modesty for their achievements and avoidance of
personal involvement; and (3) that related to the impossibility or unwillingness of reaching
absolute accuracy and of quantifying all the phenomena under observation” (p. 153). In
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Salager-Meyer’s definition, it is assumed that hedges are also used as politeness strategies in
that the writers are expected to use a modest writing style in revealing their findings in
addition to fuzziness.
The Categorization of Hedging
Although the definitions of hedging overlap in some aspects, there has not been a consensus
on the categorization of hedging in the review of literature on hedging. Numerous
categorizations are proposed in order to define the boundaries of hedging. Salager-Meyer
(1994) presents a taxonomy including both forms and functions of hedging. It is summarized
as follows:
1. Shields: modal verbs expressing possibility, semi-auxiliaries like “to appear”,
“to seem”; probability adverbs like “probably”, “likely” and their derivative
adjectives, epistemic verbs such as “to suggest”, “to speculate”;
2. Approximators: stereotyped “adaptors” as well as “rounders” of quantity,
degree, frequency and time (e.g., “approximately”, “roughly”, “somewhat”,
“quite”, “often”, “occasionally”)
3. Expressions such as “I believe”, “to our knowledge”, “it is our view
that . . .” which express the authors’ personal doubt and direct involvement.
4. Emotionally-charged intensifiers: “extremely difficult/interesting”, “dishearteningly weak”
5. “Compound hedges” which comprised “strings of hedges”. “It may suggest
that…”, “it could be suggested that …” (p. 155).
In line with her definition of hedging, Salager-Meyer (1994) identifies five main
categories. Unlike the classification of Salager-Meyer’s (1994), Crompton (1997) proposes
the following categorization:
1. Sentences with copulas other than be.
2. Sentences with modals used epistemically.
3. Sentences with clauses relating to the probability of the subsequent proposition
being true.
4. Sentences containing sentence adverbials which relate to the probability of the
proposition being true.
5. Sentences containing reported propositions where the author(s) can be taken to
be responsible for any tentativeness in the verbal group, or non-use of factive
reporting verbs such as “show”, “demonstrate”, “prove”. These fall into two subtypes:
a. where authors explicitly designate themselves as responsible for the
proposition being reported;
b. where authors use an impersonal subject but the agent is intended to be
understood as themselves.
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6. Sentences containing a reported proposition that a hypothesized entity X exists
and the author(s) can be taken to be responsible for making the hypothesis (p.
284).
In some points, these two categorizations focus on similar points; however,
Crompton’s (1997) taxonomy seems more comprehensive. The important point in both
classifications is the lack of certainty in propositions.
Moreover, Crompton (1997) presents a summary of the categorization of hedging
devices by different researchers. This categorization is displayed in Table 1.
Table 1. Categories of hedging devices recognized by two or more researchers
Hedging device Skelton (1988) Myers (1989)

Salager-Meyer (1994)

Hyland (1994)

Copulas other
than be
Lexical verbs

(comment)

Modal verbs

(all)

Probability
adverbs

-

Probability
adjectives

-

(making a
conditional
statement)

(epistemic)

(epistemic)

(expressing
possibility)

(epistemic)

(Crompton, 1997, p. 280)

As seen from Table 1, copulas other than be is the only category that all researchers
have an agreement on. Although it seems that there is also a consensus on lexical verbs and
modal verbs; however, it is acknowledged that the scope and nature of these verbs may differ
among researchers (Crompton, 1997). This point is the impetus for the current study seeking
to investigate only the hedging devices- copulas other than ‘be’ in EFL academic writing.
Hedging in Academic Writing
In recent years there has been a shift in the role of hedging. Previously, the focus was on the
use of hedging in oral discourse; however, around the 1990s the use of hedging in academic
discourse has been brought to the agenda (Meyer, 1997). Hedging has gained so much
importance in scientific research articles and been widely used in academic writing
(Crompton, 1997; Hyland, 1998; Skelton, 1988; Swales, 1990).
In academic writing, writers are expected to use a modest and objective language in
order to present information. It is the writer who is responsible for creating and maintaining
the balance between representing the facts and providing claims for the current research
(Salager-Meyer, 1994). Nash (1990) asserts that
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The writer ... currently evaluates and criticises the information and the
propositions he or she tries to set down as fully, accurately, and objectively as
possible. For centuries this dialectical processing of objective fact and subjective
evaluation has been the goal of academic writing and of the training that leads to
academic writing. (p. 10 cited in Hyland, 1998, p. 6)
In order to achieve the goal of academic writing, hedges are extensively used
especially in presenting solutions or answers for the research questions. Therefore, writers are
expected to pay attention to the judicious use of hedging so that writers display the findings in
a suitable manner. It is also important to note that the use of hedging may vary among the
sections of an academic paper. Hedges are generally used in discussion and conclusion
sections of academic research papers (Crompton, 1997; Hamamcı, 2007, Hyland, 1994,
Salager-Meyer, 1994). That is to say, researchers can contribute to the field of inquiry with
the use of hedging productively and cooperatively in these sections because by using hedging
researchers can interpret the findings without making categorical or certain statements. Thus,
other researchers also have a chance to contribute to the ongoing research since there still
appears uncertainty and tentativeness.
Hedging and Gender
There has been ongoing debate about the relationship between the use of hedging and gender
starting with the introduction of Lakoff’s influential book, Language and Woman’s Place in
1975. According to Lakoff (1975), women tend to use hedges, tag questions, question
intonation, prefacing declarations (e.g. I guess, I think) or prefacing questions (e.g. I wonder)
in their language and hedging appears to be among the characteristics of women’s speech
used to avoid any strong statements; to “[mitigate] the possible unfriendliness or unkindness
of a statement- that is, where it’s used for the sake of politeness; and lastly, to overcome the
“fear of seeming too masculine by being assertive and saying things directly” (pp. 53-54).
After Lakoff, hedging and gender have been studied by various researchers (Dixon & Foster,
1997; Holmes, 1990; Poos & Simpson, 1996; Serholt, 2012).
Holmes (1990) conducts a study aiming to find out hedges and boosters in women’s
and men’s speech. In her study, she prefers to use the term “pragmatic particles” as an
umbrella term for the concepts like hedges or tags (p.185). This study reveals that women do
not use more particles than men do contrary to expectations. It is also concluded that the
pragmatic particles are used to “assert their views with confidence, or as positive politeness
devices signalling solidarity with the addressee, rather than as devices for expressing
uncertainty” (Holmes, 1990, p. 202). That is to say, although the amount of the use of hedging
does not show significant difference between women and men, the study implies that these
particles mostly appeal to women. Another study on gender and hedging is carried by Dixon
and Foster (1997). Similar to Holmes (1990), Dixon and Foster (1997) define the term, hedge
as “a class of devices that supposedly soften utterances by signaling imprecision and
noncommitment” (p. 90). Although the researchers utilize Holmes’s methodology in the
study, they conclude that “hedging was not gender-differentiated” (Dixon & Foster, 1997, p.
101). Different from the aforementioned studies, Serholt (2012) asserts that although male
students appear to use more hedges than female students, the way of using hedging seems to
be similar. Therefore, the study reveals that gender is not a determining factor in the use of
hedging in academic writing. Researchers agree on the application that in studies dealing with
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gender and hedging issue should not solely take into account the occurrence or frequency of
the hedges but also consider their functions of the hedges in the context (Holmes, 1990; Poos
& Simpson, 1996; Serholt, 2012).
Methodology
The Corpus: ChemCorpus
In corpus studies, the most challenging part is probably compiling the corpora for the study
since it takes too much time and a tiring process. However, in the current study, academic
papers written by magister students majoring English at the Chemnitz University of
Technology were selected. The corpora have already been complied in ChemCorpus
(Schmied & Dheskali, fc). This corpus has been developed at the Chemnitz University of
Technology and includes 3.5 million words (Schmied, 2015). The data for this study coming
from ChemCorpus were downloaded from the university website by means of student id,
password, and local network at university campus in Chemnitz, Germany.
The corpora consisted of 52 academic writings including 7 male writers and 45 female
writers. The total number of the word tokens was 103329. The papers were about semantic,
sociolinguistics, syntax, Foreign Language Acquisition, and Second Language Acquisition.
They were not in the form of the IMRAD model (Introduction, Methodology, Results, and
Discussion).
In this study, a corpus-based approach that “corpus-based linguists tend to use corpora
in order to test or refine existing hypotheses taken from other sources” (Baker, 2010, p. 95) is
used because the aim of the current study is to examine the use of hedges; specifically, the
copulas other than ‘be’ which are used for hedging in ChemCorpus will be of focus.
Research Questions
The present study seeks answers to the following research questions:
1. How is the distribution of hedging with a specific focus on the copulas other than ‘be’ used
in academic papers of magister students at Chemnitz University of Technology?
2. Does the distribution of hedging differ depending on gender?
Data Analysis
The corpora of the study were analysed by using corpus analysis software programme called
AntConc (Anthony, 2004). Generally, there are two ways to present the analysis of the
corpora including a concordance or frequency figures (Lindquist, 2009). In the current study,
the results from the corpora were presented as a concordance that “is a list of all the contexts
in which a word occurs in a particular text” (Lindquist, 2009, p. 5). Depending on the
purpose, the occurrence of the copulas other than be was investigated in the selected corpora.
The copulas to be examined were determined depending on the fact that the copula other than
‘be’ is the only category that all researchers have an agreement on the categories of hedging
devices. To this end, considering the framework of the study carried by Abdollahzadeh
(2011), the copulas other than ‘be’ including “appear, become, feel, guess, prove, remain,
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seem, and sound” were decided to be investigated in ChemCorpus. Also, the frequency of the
hedges was examined considering gender differences. A sample shot of the program is
displayed as follows:
Figure 1. A sample shot of AntConc software

Findings
The distribution of the copulas other than ‘be’ used in academic papers. The first research
question was about the distribution of the hedges used in academic papers of magister
students at Chemnitz University of Technology. In this respect, the copulas including appear,
become, feel, guess, prove, remain, seem, and sound were searched in the corpora of the study
and the findings are presented in Table 2.
Table 2. The distribution of the selected copulas in terms of base, present, and past form
Base Form

Present Form
3rd PS

Past Form

Total

become

74

56

33

163

seem

36

55

2

93

sound

29

49

appear

16

10

6

32

prove

8

4

15

27

remain

8

7

4

19
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50

feel

7

guess

4

3

1

11
4

In examining the distribution of the copulas, each copula was entered in three forms
including base form, 3rd person singular present tense form, and past tense form. As it is
shown in Table 1, the most frequently used copula was ‘become’. It was followed by ‘seem’
and ‘sound’. Some of the copulas were not present with all forms in the corpora like ‘sound’
and ‘guess’. While the copulas ‘appear’ and ‘become’ outnumbered in the base form
compared to present and past form. Moreover, the copulas ‘seem’ and ‘sound’ outnumbered
in the 3rd person singular present tense form.
Graph 1. The concordance hits of the selected copulas
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80
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40
20
0

Concordance hits

As displayed in Graph 1, ‘become’ was the most frequently used copula and ‘guess’
was the least used copula among the magister students at Chemnitz University of Technology.
Since the academic papers did not include sections like Introduction, Methodology, Results,
and Discussion (IMRAD), the data analysis was carried out as a whole paper. Therefore, the
places of the hedges occurred in the papers were not taken into consideration.
Gender and the use of hedging. The second research question was whether there were any
differences between male and female students in the use of hedging, the copulas other than
‘be’. To this end, the hedges used by students were examined according to the gender
differences. In the corpora file, there was an Excel file called ‘Magwritten Anonymisiert’
including demographic information about the students, the topics of the academic writings,
and the word count of the corpora. In total, there were 52 academic papers written by 45
female and 7 male students. In order to investigate the differences in the use of hedges
between females and males, firstly, 45 academic paper corpora by female students were added
to the AntConc software and the occurrences of the respective hedges were calculated. This
process was repeated with the corpora belonging to male students. The following graph
displays the concordance hits considering gender among the participants.
Graph 2. The concordance hits of the selected copulas according to the gender
differences
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As it is clear from Graph 2, there were some differences among the students in term of
use of the copulas. For both female and male students, the most frequently used copula was
‘become’. While the second frequently occurred hedge was ‘seem’ for male students, ‘sound’
appeared to be the second for female students. Although female students used the copulas
‘feel’ and ‘guess’ in their writings, males did not utilize them.
Table 3. The distribution of the hedges and gender
appear

become

feel

Gender

N

%

N

%

N

Male

4

6

32

49

-

Female 28

8

131 36 11

guess

prove

remain

seem

sound

Total

% N %

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

-

-

-

1

1

1

1

23

35

5

8

66

3

5

1

26 7,5 18

5

70 19,5 73 20

362

As presented in Table 3, the most frequently occurred hedge was ‘become’ with a rate
of 49% for male students and with a rate of 36% for female students. The least used hedges
were ‘prove’ and ‘remain’ with a rate of 1% for male students and ‘guess’ was the least
occurred hedge with a rate of %1 for female students.
Discussion and Conclusion
All in all, this study aimed at describing the use of hedging in academic papers compiled in
ChemCorpus. Based on the purpose of this study, it was found that the writers used hedges in
their academic writings as indicated in the literature (Crompton, 1997; Hyland, 1998; Skelton,
1988; Swales, 1990).
This study revealed that the results had in common in previous studies regarding the
most frequently used copulas. It was concluded that the copula ‘become’ and ‘seem’ were the
most frequently used hedges in the Magwritten section of the ChemCorpus similar to the
findings of the studies by Abdollahzadeh (2011) and Serholt (2012). The amount of the
hedges used in the academic papers might be resulted from the limited hedging repertoire of
the EFL students. To this end, educators might focus on the types and judicious uses of
hedges in academic writing.
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Previous researches investigating gender and hedging have presented conflicting
results (Dixon & Foster, 1997; Holmes, 1990; Lakoff, 1975; Serholt, 2012). This study
showed that the use of hedging appeared to differ between male and female students in terms
of the preference of the respective hedges. However, the big picture may suggest that the use
of hedging might be a sign of the education provided for the students in the academic writing
course since both group used ‘become’ most frequently. What is more, the number of the
male and female participants was not equally distributed and therefore, it might be misleading
to come to a conclusion that female students used more hedges than males. Moreover, unlike
what the literature suggests (Dixon & Foster, 1997; Holmes, 1990; Serholt, 2012), the current
study just focused on the occurrence of the selected hedges. Therefore, the reasons behind the
use of certain hedges were not the focus of the study.
In conclusion, the use of hedges is one of the basics of academic writing. With the
help of corpus studies, both the academic writers and educators have a chance to create
awareness about the key points of academic writing. To this end, the current study may
contribute to the educators in that they can make additions, revisions, or omissions to their
curriculum since it describes the writings of EFL students.
Pedagogical Implications and suggestions for further studies
Thanks to corpus studies, the researchers have the opportunity to see the academic writers’
preferences in utilizing hedges in their writings. Also, as a teacher researcher, one can observe
the students’ missing points in the use of hedges or the appropriate use of hedging so that
these weak points can be improved and the correct usages can be appreciated.
In this study, only the written papers in German context were examined; however, as
suggested in the literature, a cross cultural study can be carried out since it is believed that
culture might affect the use of hedges. Moreover, further studies employing different
taxonomies of hedges can be conducted with the ChemCorpus.
Limitation of the Study
The current study was limited to the academic papers of the magister students at Chemnitz
University of Technology. The data compiled in the ChemCorpus was used for the analysis of
the study. Also, the analysis of hedges was limited to the copulas other than ‘be’.
Additionally, this study was a descriptive study which allowed the researcher to make a
quantitative research; however, it would suggest more concrete results if the researcher had an
opportunity to interview with the participants of the study.
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