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ABSTRACT 

The theory of discourse and power, which was put forward by the French philosopher, Michel Foucault, is more 

and more frequently employed in literary criticism. As one kind of discourse, conversation plays an essential role in 

understanding drama, Pygmalion is no exception. George Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion encompasses power changes that are 

revealed in discourse. The purpose of this paper is to show how these changes are put in discourse. To do so, four linguistic 

elements, namely: topic- control, interruptions, addresses, and turn- taking, are chosen to be calculated and analyzed in this 

play to present the change of power relation between two main characters Eliza Doolittle and Henry Higgins. This paper 

shows that critical discourse plays an essential role in understanding the change of Eliza‘s identity as well as the        

power-relation between her and Higgins.  

KEYWORDS: Address, Critical Discourse Analysis, Power, Topic Control, Turn, Taking, Interruption 

INTRODUCTION 

According to Van Dijk (2000) Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a type of discourse analytical research that 

primarily studies the way social power abuse, dominance, and inequality are enacted, reproduced, and resisted by text and 

talk in the social and political context. The main and primarily goal of CDA is the focus on inequality, which we call social 

problems, and it will lead to better understanding by discourse analysis. One crucial presupposition of adequate critical 

discourse analysis is understanding the nature of social power and dominance. Social power is based on privileged access 

to socially valued resources, such as wealth, income, position, status, force, group membership, education or knowledge. 

Power involves control, namely by (members of) one group over (those of) other groups. That is, a powerful group may 

limit the freedom of action of others, but also influence their minds among strategic ways to change the mind of others in 

one's own interests. 

Michel Foucault, the French postmodernist, has been hugely influential in shaping understandings of power. 

Power for Foucault is what makes us what we are, operating on a quite different level from other theories. According to 

Foucault‘s theory of discourse and power, people are told that discourse is the production of power, and power is hidden in 

the practice of discourse. Power and discourse are inseparable, and power is realized through discourse. 

The aim of this research is to investigate power relation between two characters of a famous play called 

Pygmalion (1916) by George Bernard Shaw (1856- 1950).Pygmalion tells us a story how Professor Henry Higgins teaches 

a poor flower girl, Eliza Doolittle, to speak and behave like a lady. It had been made into a musical in 1956 and a 

successful film musical in 1964, both with the title My Fair Lady. Most readers, literary critics as well as directors 

attributed the great success of this play to its plot. They missed the language emphasis in Pygmalion, preferring to regard 

the play as a conversational love story between Higgins and Eliza. The present author believes that, as a play about the 

issue of a phonetic experiment, Pygmalion deserves attention for its discourses. Fortunately, some critics can be found that 
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held the same opinion. Eric Bentley has described Pygmalion as ‗a battle of wills and words.‘ G. Vesonder has declared, 

Even a superficial examination of Pygmalion will show that the main focus of the play is not erotic involvement but the 

power of language (Reynolds, 1994:209). On the other hand Pirnajmudd in and Shahpoori Arani (2011) displayed how 

education discourse functions through disciplinary productive power and gives rise to a kind of social knowledge. 

This paper investigates a play by Bernard Shaw called Pygmalion in terms of Critical Discourse Analysis to reveal 

the power relation between individuals and the change of this relationship. In this paper, Eliza and Higgins are the two 

individuals whose discourses are analyzed, and through the analysis of their discourses, this research aims at presenting the 

change of their power relation. The main action of this play centers around Eliza and Professor Higgins. The whole play 

consists of five acts, from which Act I and Act V are singled out for the final analysis. Through analyzing the discourses of 

Eliza and Higgins in this play, we can see the change of their power relation. Specifically, the following analysis is 

developed around four aspects of their discourses, addresses, turn-taking, topic control, and interruptions. Besides, the final 

comparison is made between Act I and Act V in these four aspects in order to show the change. 

Foucault's View of Power and Discourse 

Foucault challenges the idea that power is wielded by people or groups by way of ‗episodic‘ or ‗sovereign‘ acts of 

domination or coercion, seeing it instead as dispersed and pervasive. ‗Power is everywhere‘ and ‗comes from everywhere‘ 

so in this sense is neither an agency nor a structure (Foucault 1998: 63). Instead it is a kind of ‗metapower‘ or ‗regime of 

truth‘ that pervades society, and which is in constant flux and negotiation. Foucault uses the term ‗power/knowledge‘ to 

signify that power is constituted through accepted forms of knowledge, scientific understanding and ‗truth‘. 

Truth is a thing of this world. It is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular 

effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth, its ―general politics‖ of truth that is the types of discourse which it 

accepts and makes function as true, the mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 

statements, the means by which each is sanctioned, the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of 

truth; the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true (Foucault, in Rabinow 1991). 

For Foucault, ―power is recognized to be a core constituent of all discourses and one of the reasons why one 

participates in discourse. Discourses produce power but they can also expose it and render it fragile.‖                              

(quoted in Stahl, 2004:4330) Thus, the relationship between discourse and power is obvious. Power and discourse are 

inseparable, and power is realized through discourse. Discourse is not only a tool to exert power, but the key to hold power 

(Stahl, 2004). 

The following quotation presents the most essential theoretical base of this paper. In Foucault‘s view: 

―power is relations; power is not a thing, it is a relationship between two individuals, a relationship which is such 

that one can direct the behavior of another, or determine the behavior of another‖ (Foucault, 1996: 410), and the other 

person may try to avoid or resist such control or attempt to control the actions of others in turn, thus forming a complex 

network of interpersonal power relations.  

Foucault says, ―Power strategy refers to the totality of the means put into operation to implement power 

effectively or to maintain it‖ (Foucault, 1990: 93). For instance, ―Every time one side does something, the other one 

responds by deploying a conduct, a behavior that counter-invests it, tries to escape it, diverts it, turns the attack against 

itself, etc. Thus nothing is ever stable in these relations of power‖ (Foucault, 1996: 144).  

In the social sciences the concept of power is used to describe an aspect of human social behavior. Basically, 
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power is the potential to carry out one's own will despite the opposing interests of others. Language is the primary means 

of exercising power in the society (Foucault 1998, p: 106). From among all of strategies used to include power in 

discourse, some are chosen to be discussed and analyzed in this paper, namely: address, turn-taking, topic control and 

interruption. 

Address 

According to Richardes and Schmidt (2002), it is the word or words used to address somebody in speech or 

writing and the way in which people address one another usually depends on their age, sex, social group, and personal 

relationship.  

Terms of address are words and phrases used for addressing. Different definitions have been provided by 

researches. Oyetade (1995) defines address terms as words or expressions used in interactive and face-to-face situations to 

designate the person being talked to. Leech (1999) considers that terms of address are an important formulaic verbal 

behavior well recognized in the sociolinguistic literature as they signal transactional, interpersonal and deictic 

ramifications in human relationships. In addition, Keshavarz (2001) considers that terms of address are linguistic forms 

that are used in addressing others to attract their attention or for referring to them in the course of a conversation. They are 

words or linguistic expressions that speakers use to appeal directly to their addressees (Taavitsainen and Jucker, 2003).    

To Afful (2006) "terms of address constitute an important part of verbal behavior through which the behavior, norms and 

practices of a society can be identified". And finally, Yule (2006) asserts that address term is a word or phrase for the 

person being talked to or written to.  

The core address system indeed depends upon the (static) relationship between the participants, but address 

systems can vary more or less at their periphery, often due to pragmatically factors. Also power relations                         

(which determine the address system) mayinfluence ―strategic politeness‖, but it is not quite clear to what extent. Terms of 

address are words used to indicate certain relations between people. As a result, address terms can mirror the thoughts and 

attitudes that speakers wish or wish not to express. The way we address someone and the manner in which we refer to that 

same person are not always the same.    The use of address formulae is governed by a relationship between two participants 

the speaker and the hearer. When choosing a term of address, however, the speaker not only has to take into account 

his/her relationship with the hearer, but also has to decide how to present the term in a situationally appropriate                

manner (Nevala, 2004). It is also maintained that address forms are the best place to look at the close bond between 

language and society. Therefore, the use of address terms depends largely on social context (Shih, 1986). 

Turn-Taking 

Turn taking is a cyclical process. It begins with one person speaking, and continues as the speaker gives up 

control to the next person. The second speaker now has the conversational floor. When the speaker is finished, they give 

control back to another speaker (in this case, the beginning speaker), thus creating a cycle. The turn taking cycle stops 

when there is nothing left to say (Woodburn, Arnott, Newell, and Procter, 2011, p: 5). 

Turn taking has two central aspects: 1) Frequency, 2) Control of contribution. Frequency refers to the amount of 

turn taking within a conversation. For example, a conversation between two people has high frequency, and a lecture has 

low frequency. The control of contribution refers to the amount of control a person has over what to say and how much to 

say. For example, a letter allows the person complete control over what is written in the letter, which is known as a free for 

all. A religious ritual provides less control over what a person can say therefore, it is seen as rule-dependent                 

(Woodburn, Arnott, Newell, and Procter, 2011, p: 8). 
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In ‗A Simplest Systematics for the Organization of Turn-Taking for Conversation‘, Sacks et al. (1974) outline a 

method by which speakers manage turn-taking in conversation. They observe that: 

overwhelmingly, one party talks at a time, though speakers change, and though the size of turns and ordering of 

turns vary; that transitions are finely coordinated; that techniques are used for allocating turns. (Sacks et al. 1974:699) 

Topic Control 

Although the analysis of conversation generally presupposes that speakers have equal social roles, it is obvious 

that group and institutional membership of speakers, and in general social inequality, introduce differences in control over 

the ongoing dialogue. These differences appear, for instance, in talk between men and women, adults and children, whites 

and blacks, the rich and the poor, or between the more or less educated. It is assumed that such control by the more 

powerful speaker may extend to turn allocation or appropriation, speech act choice, topic selection and change, and style. 

The enactment of this control, however, need not be static, but may be dynamically negotiated or challenged by the less 

powerful speakers. In other words, talk is continuously contextualized by signaling various conditions or constraints of the 

social situation in general, and by the social relationships between the speech participants, in particular (Van Dijk, 1989).  

Typically in conversation, one participant offers a topic, the partner accepts or rejects it, and the first participant 

then elaborates the topic. Clearly the residents differ in their abilities in this regard, whether verbally or non-verbally 

(Brewster, 2007). 

Among many studied behaviors, topic control and management (Planalp and Tracy, 1980) is considered one of the 

most effective ways to control the conversation. Palmer (1989) shows that the less related a participants‘ utterances are to 

the immediate topic, the more dominant they are, and then argues, ―the ability to change topical focus especially given 

strong cultural and social pressure to be relevant, means having enough interpersonal power to take charge of the agenda. 

Recent work by Rienks et al (2006) also shows that topic change, among other structural patterns discussed above, is the 

most robust feature in detecting influencers in small group meetings. 

Also vital for all discourse and communication is who controls the topics (semantic macrostructures) and topic 

change, as when editors decide what news topics will be covered (Gans 1979; van Dijk 1988), professors decide what 

topics will be dealt with in class, or men control topics and topic change in conversations with women (Palmer 1989). 

Interruption 

As Lakoff (1975) pointed out, the participants in a conversation use a number of strategies to achieve their 

conversational goals. One of these goals may be to dominate other participants of the speech situation. The question 

whether gender or status and power is the motivating force for conversational behavior has been resolved in favor of status 

and power in the literature. Most studies find that in mixed talks men tend to be more dominating than women. One of the 

obvious strategies for achieving this goal, as we have seen, is the use of interruptions. Their use is generally explained by 

the relative power of the participants which derives from their social status. 

More negatively, West and Zimmerman (1983) describe interruption as having the potential to disrupt turns at 

talk, disorganize the ongoing construction of conversational topics, and violate the current speaker's right to be engaged in 

speaking. The function of interruption is to prevent the first speaker from being able to finish what he/she wants to say, and 

to allow the second speaker to take over the floor. Therefore, interruption has long been regarded negatively and associated 

with dominance and power. Octigan and Niederman (1979) observe that an interruption is taken as a sign of conversational 

dominance. It is often interpreted as violating normal conversational rules and constituting an attempt to dominate and 
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control the interaction through control of the floor and of the topic of conversation (James and Clarke, 1993). That is, an 

interruption is considered a hostile, rude, and disrespectful act, with the interrupter an aggressor and the interruptee an 

innocent victim.  

Since interruptions represent a clear violation of turn-taking norms that give one conversant greater access to 

others' attention, we are not surprised that their occurrence is linked to dominance, power, and status                                   

(see, e.g., Zimmerman and West 1975; West 1984). Earlier studies have found that men interrupt women, adults interrupt 

children, doctors interrupt patients (except when the doctor is a "lady"), the more powerful spouse interrupts the less 

powerful one, and those with masculine identities interrupt those with more feminine self-images. These violations of  

turn-taking norms clearly allow the powerful, high-status speakers more access to important interpersonal resources                     

(the "floor") at the expense of their lower-status partners. They may also serve to disorganize the speech and ideas of the 

interrupted (West 1979).  

Power oriented interruptions are generally heard as impolite, intrusive and inappropriate, conveying the 

interrupter‘s aggression, dislike, or apathy towards the interrupted speaker or the talk at hand. They are concomitantly 

treated as an act of conflict or non-involvement (chun Lu & chin Huang, 2006). 

METHODOLOGY 

Having the knowledge of the theoretical framework which we have for our analysis, we will meticulously 

investigate power in discourse through these four conversational elements in order to answer this question: 

 How is power realized through discourse in Pygmalion? 

Material 

The material used in this study encompasses a play by Bernard Shaw called Pygmalion to be analyzed 

discoursively in terms of Critical Discourse Analysis to reveal the power relation between individuals and the change of 

this relationship. In this paper, Eliza and Higgins are the two individuals whose discourses are analyzed, and through the 

analysis of their discourses, this study aims at presenting the change of their power relation. The main action of this play 

centers around Eliza and Professor Higgins. The whole play consists of five acts, from which Act I and Act V are singled 

out for the final analysis. Through analyzing the discourses of Eliza and Higgins in this play, we can see the change of their 

power relation. Specifically, the following analysis is developed around four aspects of their discourses, addresses,            

turn-taking, topic control, and interruptions. Besides, the final comparison is made between Act I and Act V in these four 

aspects in order to show the change. 

Procedure 

Having the knowledge of the theoretical framework which we have for our analysis, we will meticulously 

investigate power in discourse through some conversational elements including: turn-taking, interruption, addresses, and 

topic-control in order to investigate the role of these elements in manifesting power in discourse and conversation.  

Data analysis includes calculating the number of interruptions and turn- takings in all acts and tabulating them. 

The second step is to show the percentage of each element in all acts. The third step is to compare the acts in terms of the 

number of these elements. The next is to compare the other two, addresses and topic- control, in all acts and discuss the 

dialogues in terms of using them. The last step is to discuss all acts by taking into account these four elements and then to 

compare acts I and V in order to show the difference in using these elements that reveals the change of power relations 

between Eliza and Higgins. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

From among all strategies used to include power in discourse, some are chosen to be discussed and analyzed in 

this paper, namely: interruption, address, topic control, and turn-taking.  

The first element to be analyzed is turn-taking. Since the aim of this study is to show the power relation between 

Higgins and Eliza, just the turns of speech taken in the presence of both Higgins and Eliza is taken into account. 

Turn-Taking 

Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw goes through the transformation of Eliza Doolittle from a poor flower girl to 

a lady with the manner of a duchess from the phonetically teachings of Professor Henry Higgins. At the beginning of the 

story Shaw characterizes Eliza as a poor girl from a lower class.  

Table 1: Turn- Taking of Eliza and Higgins in Act I 

Speaker Number Percentage 

Higgins 28 34.56 

Eliza 18 22.22 

Others 35 43.20 

Total 81 100 

 

In Act I all the turns taken in the presence of Higgins and Eliza are 81. From among 81 turns 28 is related to 

Higgins, 18 to Eliza and 35 to other speakers. 

From the outset, Higgins evidently establishes himself as a domineering character and the power relation between 

Eliza and Higgins is not balanced. Table 1 determines that Higgins, an educated wealthy male from the upper-class, stands 

in a higher position in comparison to Eliza, an illiterate flower vendor from the working-class. Higgins exercises his power 

over Eliza through dominating strategies which are, interestingly, mostly linguistic ones such as taking more turns, 

interrupting and forcing her to silence repeatedly. 

Table 2: Turn-Taking of Higgins and Eliza in Act II 

Speaker Number Percentage 

Higgins 67 34.41 

Eliza 58 31.52 

Others 59 32.06 

Total 184 100 

 

In Act II all the turns taken in the presence of Higgins and Eliza are 184. From among 184 turns 67 is related to 

Higgins, 58 to Eliza and 59 to other speakers. As it is obvious the percentage of turns taken by Eliza in Act II is more than 

turns taken by her in Act I. It shows reforming Eliza‘s behavior when her linguistic retraining starts. And this is through 

disciplinary power that Eliza‘s new self emerges. 

Table 3: Turn-Taking of Higgins and Eliza in Act III 

Speaker Number Percentage 

Higgins 4 8.33 

Eliza 21 43.75 

Others 23 47.91 

Total 48 100 

 

In Act III all the turns taken in the presence of Higgins and Eliza are 48. From among 48 turns 4 is related to 

Higgins, 21 to Eliza and 23 to other speakers. As you see in Act III the number of turns taken by Eliza is much more than 

turns taken by Higgins. In Act III Eliza is trying her hardest to achieve her goals. She doesn't speak with a thick accent; her 
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grammar is correct; she moves with poise and confidence. Over the course of the play Eliza is transformed from a poor 

flower girl into a sophisticated young woman. 

Table 4: Turn-Taking of Higgins and Eliza in Act IV 

Speaker Number Percentage 

Higgins 38 50.66 

Eliza 30 40 

Others 7 9.33 

Total 75 100 

 

In Act IV all the turns taken in the presence of Higgins and Eliza are 75. From among 75 turns 38 is related to 

Higgins, 30 to Eliza and 7 to other speakers. Most of the conversation in Act IV occurs between Eliza and Higgins which 

indicates that Eliza‘s self-formation process is almost completing. 

Table 5: Turn-Taking of Higgins and Eliza in Act V 

Speaker Number Percentage 

Higgins 50 34.96 

Eliza 63 44.05 

Others 30 20.97 

Total 143 100 

 

In Act V all the turns taken in the presence of Higgins and Eliza are 143. From among 143 turns 50 is related to 

Higgins, 63 to Eliza and 30 to other speakers. 

Eliza takes more turns in Act V than in Act I, while Higgins‘s case is just the opposite. 

The frequency of the two characters‘ turn- takings in Act I and Act V is shown specifically in the tables above. 

Table 1 shows the number of turns that Eliza and Higgins take in Act I. Generally speaking, Eliza takes fewer 

turns than Higgins. The power-relation between them is exposed that Higgins possesses more power in Act I than Eliza. 

The number of her turns is determined by her identity as a flower girl, her lower-class social status, her poor cockney 

accent, etc. 

Table 5 illustrates the turn–taking of Eliza and Higgins in Act V. It is clearly shown that Eliza takes more turns 

than Higgins in Act V. To compare the two tables, two conclusions can be made: firstly, changing her identity from a 

flower girl to a lady, Eliza‘s discourse features have changes; secondly, she possesses more power, even more than 

Higgins, that is to say, the power-relation between them has changed. 

Although it is not completely scientific, but many literary critics and readers believe that turn-taking and speech 

control play essential roles in judging which speaker possesses more power. From the previous analysis, Eliza is 

considered the one who becomes more powerful after changing from a flower girl into a lady because she takes more turns 

in Act V than in Act I. 

Topic-Control 

As far as topic control is concerned, Eliza is rather passive in the conversations in Act I, following others most of 

the time by simply giving responses. The following extracts are good examples. 

 Extract 1 

THE MOTHER. How do you know that my son's name is Freddy, pray? 
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THE FLOWER GIRL. Ow, eez ye-ooa san, is e? Wal, fewd dan y' de-ooty bawmz a mather should, eed now 

bettern to spawl a pore gel's flahrzn than ran awy atbaht pyin. Will ye-oo py me f'them? 

 Extract 2 

THE DAUGHTER. No. I've nothing smaller than sixpence. 

THE FLOWER GIRL [hopefully] I can give you change for a tanner, kind lady. 

THE MOTHER [to Clara] Give it to me. [Clara parts reluctantly]. Now [to the girl] this is for your flowers. 

THE FLOWER GIRL. Thank you kindly, lady. 

THE DAUGHTER. Make her give you the change. These things are only a penny a bunch. 

THE MOTHER. Do hold your tongue, Clara. [To the girl]. You can keep the change. 

THE FLOWER GIRL. Oh, thank you, lady. 

THE MOTHER. Now tell me how you know that young gentleman's name. 

THE FLOWER GIRL. I didn't. 

These two extracts from Act I show that the flower girl has no power in initiating or controlling the topic of the 

conversation. She cannot start the conversation and answers the others by expressions like: "Ow, eez ye-ooa san, is e?".     

In Act I she starts out as a flower girl with a very unusual way of speaking English due to her impoverished background. 

Overall she is a weak character always relying on others even in speaking. Even when situations are against Eliza, she 

screams and shouts to assert her rights and show her disapproval of those people belonging to upper class. But in Act II it's 

different. In Act II Eliza has deviated a bit from being a flower girl and has started to be a lady. These extracts from Act III 

confirm it. 

 Extract 3 

LIZA. How do you do? [She sits down on the ottoman gracefully in the place just left vacant by Higgins]. 

MRS. EYNSFORD HILL [introducing] My daughter Clara. 

LIZA. How do you do? 

CLARA [impulsively] How do you do? [She sits down on the ottoman beside Eliza, devouring her with her eyes]. 

 Extract 4 

MRS. HIGGINS [at last, conversationally] Will it rain, do you think? 

LIZA. The shallow depression in the west of these islands is likely to move slowly in an easterly direction. There 

are no indications of any great change in the barometrical situation. 

FREDDY. Ha! ha! how awfully funny! 

LIZA. What is wrong with that, young man? I bet I got it right. 

FREDDY. Killing! 

MRS. EYNSFORD HILL. I'm sure I hope it won't turn cold. There's so much influenza about. It runs right 

through our whole family regularly every spring. 
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LIZA [darkly] My aunt died of influenza: so they said. 

MRS. EYNSFORD HILL [clicks her tongue sympathetically]!!! 

LIZA [in the same tragic tone] But it's my belief they done the old woman in. 

MRS. HIGGINS [puzzled] Done her in? 

LIZA. Y-e-e-e-es, Lord love you! Why should she die of influenza? She come through diphtheria right enough the 

year before. I saw her with my own eyes. Fairly blue with it, she was. They all thought she was dead; but my father he kept 

ladling gin down her throat til she came to so sudden that she bit the bowl off the spoon. 

MRS. EYNSFORD HILL [startled] Dear me! 

The flower girl Liz has no power to control any topic. She just listens and answers the questions, but the lady 

Eliza is totally different. Most of the conversation in Act IV occurs between Eliza and Higgins which indicates that Eliza‘s 

self-formation process is almost completing. For the first time in Act IV Eliza does not attend to Higgins‘s order and tells 

him that she is not going to tell Mrs. Pearce about the coffee. Higgins confesses that Eliza has wounded him, and the act 

ends with Eliza‘s smile and triumphant feeling. The final Act is the celebration of Eliza‘s power, when she runs away, and 

Higgins remarks that he cannot continue without her. Consider the following extract from Act V in which Eliza says she 

owes Pickering too much for her progress: 

 Extract 5 

ELIZA: It‘s not because you paid for my dresses. I know you are generous to everybody with money. But it was 

from you that I learnt really nice manners; and that is what makes one a lady, isn‘t it? You see it was so very difficult for 

me with the example of Professor Higgins always before me. I was brought up to be just like him, unable to control myself, 

and using bad language on the slightest provocation. And I should never have known that ladies and gentlemen didn‘t 

behave like that if you hadn‘t been there. 

During this conversation Eliza is the central speaker and Higgins is sidelined. In this last step, Eliza holds the 

floor more than Higgins does, and her turns are lengthy. The change is quite obvious that Eliza possesses more power at 

the end of the play after she becomes a lady, while Higgins seems to have become more powerless.  

Interruption 

The following table shows the number of interruptions by Higgins and Eliza in five acts. 

Table 6: The Number of Interruptions by Higgins and Eliza 

 Act I Act II Act III Act IV Act V 

Higgins interrupting Eliza 4 3 1 1 0 

Eliza interrupting Higgins 1 1 0 1 1 

 

As it's obvious in Acts I, II, and III Higgins interrupts Eliza more. In Act IV they equally interrupt each other and 

in Act V it's vice versa. According to Lakoff (1975) interruption is a kind of strategy that is used by speakers to show 

dominance. One form of domination which appears to occur between Eliza and Higgins is interruption. Besides merely 

displaying rudeness and a lack of respect to Eliza, interruptions permit Higgins to control the topic or flow of the 

conversation and thereby to control or dominate her in Acts I and II. According to table 3, 6. Higgins interrupts Eliza more 

at the beginning of the play. Comparing Acts I and V shows the change in the number of interruptions. Then it can be 

concluded that Eliza possesses more power at the end of the play. 
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Addresses 

The words Higgins uses to address Eliza are different at the beginning and the end of the play. For example in  

Act I He calls Eliza‖ you silly girl", and in Act II "baggage‖, " low", "dirty" and like these. These extracts from Acts I and 

II confirm it: 

 Extract 6 

THE FLOWER GIRL [springing up terrified] I ain't done nothing wrong by speaking to the gentleman. I've a 

right to sell flowers if I keep off the kerb. [Hysterically] I'm a respectable girl: so help me, I never spoke to him except to 

ask him to buy a flower off me. Oh, sir, don't let him charge me. You dunno what it means to me. They'll take away my 

character and drive me on the streets for speaking to gentlemen. They-- 

THE NOTE TAKER [coming forward on her right, the rest crowding after him] There, there, there, there! Who's 

hurting you, you silly girl? What do you take me for? 

 Extract 7 

THE FLOWER GIRL. Well, if you was a gentleman, you might ask me to sit down, I think. Don't I tell you I'm 

bringing you business? 

HIGGINS. Pickering: shall we ask this baggage to sit down or shall we throw her out of the window? 

THE FLOWER GIRL [running away in terror to the piano, where she turns at bay] Ah--ah--ah--ow--ow--ow--oo! 

[Wounded and whimpering] I won't be called a baggage when I've offered to pay like any lady. 

 Extract 8 

MRS. PEARCE [uneasy] Oh, don't say that, sir: there's more ways than one of turning a girl's head; and nobody 

can do it better than Mr. Higgins, though he may not always mean it. I do hope, sir, you won't encourage him to do 

anything foolish. 

HIGGINS [becoming excited as the idea grows on him] What is life but a series of inspired follies? The difficulty 

is to find them to do. Never lose a chance: it doesn't come every day. I shall make a duchess of this draggletailed 

guttersnipe. 

LIZA [strongly deprecating this view of her] Ah--ah--ah--ow--ow-- oo! 

Also the way Higgins talks to Eliza shows Higgins dominance: 

LIZA [rising, terrified] Sixty pounds! What are you talking about? I never offered you sixty pounds. Where would 

I get-- 

HIGGINS. Hold your tongue. 

LIZA [weeping] But I ain't got sixty pounds. Oh-- 

MRS. PEARCE. Don't cry, you silly girl. Sit down. Nobody is going to touch your money. 

HIGGINS. Somebody is going to touch you, with a broomstick, if you don't stop snivelling. Sit down. 

The contrast between Higgins and Eliza's language throughout the play emphasizes the position of both 

characters. In Act I Higgins addresses Eliza in a negative manner commanding her not to sit there crooning like a dyspeptic 
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pigeon. This implies the referee that Higgins is a rude and obnoxious character. Taking service of her situation and position 

in society during that era portray that Eliza is a weak and vulnerable character. In Act I, Higgins calls Eliza ―you silly girl‖. 

And because of her cockney accent, he speaks to her rudely, ―You come from Anwell. Go back there.‖ To him Eliza is no 

more than a senseless baggage deserving broomstick and dustbin, and useful only for fetching things and reminding him of 

his appointments. However, with the development of the plot, in the process of their language training, changes happen not 

only in their feelings to each other, but also their discourse. In Act V, after Eliza leaves Higgins, he comes to her mother 

eagerly to look for her. On the way, he meets Eliza‘s father. He asks him worriedly, ―Have you found Eliza? That‘s the 

point. The address has already changed from rude ―you silly girl‖ to ―Eliza‖. Now, calling her Eliza means respect. Maybe 

the characters are unaware of the change, but as readers, we can observe it. More changes can be found in the other 

aspects. 

DISCUSSIONS 

Through analyzing the discourses of Eliza and Higgins, we can see the change of their power relation. Without 

considering their discourses, their power relation can be inferred from their social status. In Act I, Eliza comes onto the 

stage, selling flowers to those who are waiting for taxis on a raining night. What she says is either to beg the ladies and 

gentlemen to buy her flowers or to follow their speeches and answer their questions. These are the speeches of a poor 

flower girl. On the other hand, Higgins, as a famous linguist, is proud. According to data analysis above, their power status 

is clearly manifested in the discourse. With the development of the plot the power relation between Higgins and Eliza is 

changed and this change is also demonstrated in discourse. To sum up, drawing on discourse theories this study tried to 

shed light on the intersection of linguistic and Foucauldian conceptions of discourse in Shaw‘s Pygmalion. Higgins‘s 

disciplinary power individualizes Eliza and fashions a new self for her. Despite Higgins‘s attempt to keep Eliza submitted, 

after experiencing subjection to power, Eliza herself becomes the exerciser of power. This turns her into a new social 

subject who like other humans welcomes an unpredictable life, now bestowing pleasure, now striking with sorrow. In the 

end, there is a latent network of discourses and power relations in Pygmalion which replenishes it with different layers of 

meaning. Discourse plays an essential role in understanding the change of Eliza‘s identity as well as the power-relation 

between her and Higgins. So the change is realized through critical discourse and it is reflected on power-relation. Through 

the above comparative study between the beginning and the end of the play, we come to the conclusion that Eliza‘s final 

success in holding the power in her relations to others, Higgins in particular, best illustrates the dramatic change in her 

identity— from a subordinate and inferior flower girl to a respectable lady. 

REFERENCES 

1. Afful, J. B. A. (2006): Address terms among university students in Ghana: A case study. Journal of Language and 

Intercultural Communication, 6(1), 76–91. 

2. Brewster, C. (2007): Dynamic iterative ontology learning. In Recent Advances in Natural Language Processing 

(RANLP 07). 

3. Foucault, M. (1990): From the archeology of knowledge. In P. Bizzell & B. Herzberg (Eds.), The Rhetorical 

tradition: Readings from classical times to the present (pp. 1130-1153). Boston. Bedford Books and St. Martin 

Press. 

4. Foucault, M. (1991): What is enlightenment? In P. Rabinow (Ed.), The Foucault reader. London: Penguin.              

Pp. 32–50. 



32                                                                                                                                                           Davud Kuhi & Maghsoud Hassanimehr 

5. Foucault, Michel (1996): Foucault Live: Interviews, 1961–1984, Sylvère Lotringer (ed), Lysa Hochroth & John 

Johnson (trans), New York: Semiotext(e). 

6. Foucault, M. (1998): From the history of sexuality. In D. Richter (Ed.), The critical tradition: Classic texts and 

contemporary trends (pp. 1472-1481). New York: Bedford/St. Martin. 

7. Gans, H. (1979): Deciding What s News. New York: Pantheon Books. 

8. Gaventa, J, (2003): ―Finding the spaces for change: A power analysis‖, IDS Bulletin, vol. 37, no. 6, pp. 23-33. 

9. James, D., & Clarke, S. (1993): Tomen, men, and interruptions: A critical review. In D. Tannen (Ed.), Gender and 

conversational interaction (pp. 231-280). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

10. Keshavarz, M. H. (2001): The role of social context, intimacy, and distance in the choice of forms of address. 

Int’l. J. Soc. Lang. 148, 5-18. 

11. Lakoff, R. (1975): Language and Woman‘s Place. Harper & Row. New York. 

12. Leech, G. (1999): The distribution and function of vocatives in American and British English conversation. In H. 

Hasselgard & S. Oksefjell (Eds.), Out of Corpora: Studies in honor of Stig Johansson (pp. 107-118). Amsterdam: 

Rodopi. 

13. Nevala, M. (2004): Accessing politeness axes: Forms of address and terms of reference in early English 

correspondence. Journal of Pragmatics, 36, 2125–2160. 

14. Octigan, M., & Niederman, S. (1979): Male dominance in conversation. Frontiers, 4, 50-54. 

15. Oyetade, S. O. (1995): A sociolinguistic analysis of address forms in Yoruba. Language in Society, 24 (4),                

515-535. 

16. Palmer MT (1989): Controlling conversations: Turns, topics and interpersonal control. Communication 

Monographs 56(1):1–18. 

17. Pirnajmuddin, H., Shahpoori Arani, F. (2011): Discourse and Power in George Bernard Shaw‘s Pygmalion. 

Studies in Literature and Language, Vol. 3, No. 3, 2011, pp. 146-152. 

18. Planalp S, Tracy K (1980): Not to change the topic but ...: A cognitive approach to the managemen of 

conversations. In: Communication yearbook 4, New Brunswick, pp 237–258. 

19. Rabinow, P. (1991): The Foucault reader, Penguin , New York. 

20. Reynolds, J. (1994): "Deconstructing Henry Higgins, or Eliza as Derridean 'Text.' Shaw: The Annual of Bernard 

Shaw Studies, 14 (1994): 209-17. 

21. Richards, C. J., Schmidt, r. (2002): Dictionary of Language teaching and Applied Linguistics. New York: Pearson 

Education. 

22. Rienks R, Zhang D, Gatica-Perez D, Post W (2006): Detection and application of influence rankings in small 

group meetings. In: Proceedings of the 8th international conference on Multimodal interfaces, ACM, ICMI ‘06, 

pp: 257–264. 

23. Sacks, Harvey, Emanuel Schegloff, and Gail Jefferson. (1974): ―A simplest Systematics for the Organization of 

Turntaking for Conversation‖. Language, 50 (4), 696–735. 



Critical Discourse Analysis of Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw                                                                                                       33 

24. Shih, Y. H. (1986): Conversational politeness and foreign language teaching. Taipei: Crane. 

25. Stahl, C. (2004): ―Whose Discourse? A Comparison of the Foucauldian and Habermasian Concepts of Discourse 

in Critical IS Research‖, Proceedings of the Tenth American Conference on Infromation System, New York, 

2004: 4329-4336. 

26. Taavitsainen, I. & Jucker, H. A. (2003): Diachronic perspective on address term systems. Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins North America. 

27. Van Dijk, T.A. (1989): Structures of Discourse and Structures of Power , in J.A. Anderson (ed.) Communication 

Yearbook 12, pp. 18-59. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

28. Van Dijk, T. A. (1988). News Analysis. Case Studies of International andNational News in the Press. Hillsdale, 

NJ: Erlbaum. 

29. West, C. (1979): "Against our will": mate interruptions of females in cross-sex conversation', Annals of the             

New York Academy of Sciences, 327: 81-97. 

30. West, C., & Zimmerman, D. H. (1983): Small insults: A study of interruptions in cross-sex conversations between 

unacquainted persons. In B. Thorne, C. Kramarae, & N. Henley (Eds.), Language, gender and society               

(pp. 102-117). Rowley, MA: Newbury House. 

31. West, C. (1984): Routine Complications: Troubles with Talk between Doctors and Patients. Bloomington, 

Indiana: Indiana UniversityPress. 

32. Woodburn, R., Arnott, L., Newell, A.F., Procter, R. (2011): ―A Study of Conversational Turn-Taking in a 

Communication Aid For the Disable.‖ 1-8. Web. 10Oct. 2011. 

33. Yule, G. (2006): The study of language (3rd ed.). UK: Cambridge University Press. 

34. Zimmerman D. and West, C. (1975): Sex Roles, Interruptions and Silence in Conversations. Language and Sex: 

Difference and Dominance. In Thorne B. & Henley N. (eds.). Newbury House. Rowley. 




