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Abstract

Using principles mainly from Interactional Sociolinguistics and Sociohistorical Linguistics, this
study has examined fourteen epistolary novels by French and English women, from 1670 to
1770, for language that ‘speaks to’ audiences in an interactional way. A primary objective
was to investigate whether women’s novels specifically foster relationships via language use.
Five categories of such interactional language emerged: Addressing Audiences with T/V
Personal Pronouns, Omission of Openings and Closings in the Letters, Activating Common
Ground, Signalling Storytelling, and Invitations to Engage. While the first two categories
suggest distinctions between usage in the French and English works, the last three shift the
focus to the question of audience position. This shift highlights that the ‘participants’ in
these ‘conversations’ are engaged not only in the narrator-to-audience and character-to-
character relationships identified by Halliday as occurring in fiction, but also in a blended
audience position that may allow the external reading audience to ‘adopt the mantle’ of
letter recipient or to otherwise share the letter recipient’s ‘relationship’ with the stories. Not
all of the novels offer this third relationship. Some of the novels firmly position the external
reading audience as ‘outsider’, not only to the stories but also to the relationships depicted
in them. This finding reflects an apparent development in the genre of epistolary novel, one
that codifies distinctions between this genre and that of simply writing letters that are not
entirely ‘real’. In turn, these findings led not only to links with Bakhtin’s theory of the multi-
languaged novel but also Habermas’ theory regarding the private and public spheres in the
period. In fact, this approach to the interactional language of novels may allow pathways to
operationalize further research in those directions, and to consider whether there are
differences between the relationships fostered via language in novels by women and men.






Statement of Candidate

| certify that the work in this thesis entitled, ‘Speaking to their audiences: a sociohistorical
linguistic look at interactional language and women’s novels, France and England 1670-
1770’, has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it been submitted as part of
requirements for a degree to any other university or institution other than Macquarie
University.

| also certify that the thesis is an original piece of research and it has been written by me.
Any help and assistance that | have received in my research work and the preparation of the
thesis itself have been appropriately acknowledged.

In addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the
thesis.

Laura Gale Ruch (40792390)

Date






Acknowledgements

A project such as this is not produced alone. Support comes from a range of sources. Most
tangible, perhaps, was the funding afforded by the partial Australian Postgraduate Award |
received. People hae also provided crucial support, however.

To this end, | especially thank my supervisory team: John Lechte, for advice and guidance,
for keeping me on track, and for helping me see this project to its completion; Marea
Mitchell, for being the consistent voice of support throughout the project, and for offering
exactly the right words at the right time; Judith Lattas, for helping me launch the project and
for helping me ‘learn the ropes’. The project would have not survived without your
combined efforts. Your support has been invaluable.

| thank as well my husband, Bill, my boys—Adam, David, Nathan and Sean—and my
daughter-in-law, Krystal, who recognize my special bond with language and who have
supported me in this exploration of it.

| also thank my parents, John and Claudia, for teaching me to love learning and for always
leaving room to ‘wonder why’. Thanks, too, to my sisters, who have all provided necessary
encouragement.

Finally, I thank Laurent Festor for sharing reflections on language and writing. Merci, cher
frére.






