Antonio S. Oliver

Language as a Double-edged Sword: Advantages and Disadvantages of the Art of Words in Narratives of Exploration 


The art of words has played a key role in the historical colonization and conquest of native peoples. Fictional narratives also share this trait, as The Tempest, Frankenstein, and Foe all present the powerful role exerted by language in the subjugation of natives.
 Despite the two centuries that distance each text from the others, they nonetheless share many aspects that will be examined in this study.


Language, representing knowledge, is a double-edged sword for the natives. Although it may represent learning and empowerment, it can also bring about subjugation and the discovery of unpleasant traits of oneself.  William Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and J.M. Coetzee’s Foe provide examples that draw on the argument but progress in different fashion. In Shakespeare’s play, Prospero, ruler of the enchanted island, uses language to master the native Caliban, the rightful king of the isle. Prospero’s “gift” of words results in slavery for the native, attesting to the double nature of the craft. Frankenstein’s creature also derives benefits and impairments from the acquisition of language, as exemplified by its eloquence and tormented nature. And Foe’s Friday is the recipient of carefully selected dosages of language, chosen to perpetuate his subjugated status to both Cruso (sic) and Barton. 


The Tempest, written a century after the discovery of the New World, presents the role of language in the relationship between Prospero and Caliban. The former, enslaved by the usurper latter, was instructed in the art of words—but at a very high cost.


Upon first presenting Caliban, Prospero casts several spells on him, saying:

For this, be sure, tonight thou shalt have craps,



Side-stitches that shall pen thy breath up. Urchins



Shall, for that vast of night that they many work,



All exercise on thee; thou shalt be pinched



As thick as honeycomb, each pinch more stinging



Than bees that made ‘em. (I.ii.324-29)


Although he is unable to deter the magical conjuration Prospero has enacted, his knowledge of language enables him to mount a formidable, eloquent defense. “This island’s mine by Sycorax my mother/Which thou tak’st from me/Which was first mine own king; and here you sty me” (I.ii.330-31, 42-3). The erudition that Prospero imparted on him has been beneficial in some aspects, as he is able to defend himself quite eloquently, something Friday is unable to do in Foe (as explained later).


Prospero, however, is adamant in his desire to remind Caliban who taught him language and cared for him, in an effort to make the native a ‘better man.’ “I pitied thee/took pains to make thee speak, taught thee each hour/ one thing or another” (I.ii.353-4) argues Prospero, to which Caliban responds,

 

You taught me language, and my profit on’t



Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you



For learning me your language. (I.ii.362-4)


Caliban thus protests against Prospero’s ‘generosity,’ since it has only resulted in continued captivity for the rightful ruler of the island. Despite being able to understand and utilize language, Caliban’s main use is to curse to demur his precarious situation.

Although Frankenstein is not a novel of colonization, it is most certainly a text that centers around exploration. As such, it does not limit its scope to the consequences exploration can bring for the newly found creature, but also the effects it can bring to the explorer. Victor’s venture into the edges blurring life and death produce unexpected results. His curiosity, which eventually evolves into an obsession, wreaks havoc on his life. The situation mirrors that of humankind, penetrating areas that should be kept unexplored, opening Pandora’s boxes that it is unable to close.

Even before Victor commences his tale, he has already utilized language to his advantage. His words produce curiosity in a fellow explorer’s mind. Walton’s life, his crew, and his mission become preys of Frankenstein’s powerful words. Despite knowing the power his tale might have on others, he nonetheless decides to inform Walton of the perils he has experienced due to his yearning to explore boundaries and eradicate limits.

So much has been done—more, far more, will I achieve; treading in the steps already marked, I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation. (57)

In such a fashion does Victor describe his decision to embark on his mission—to renew life where it has expired, defeating nature at its own game. As he realizes his enthusiasm is betraying his true intention of deterring Walton from his voyage, he issues a warning he wished someone had given him:

Learn from me…how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge and how much happier that man is who believes his native town to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his nature will allow. (64)

Despite the relevance of language in this portion of the novel, it is the power of words in the relationship between the creature and Victor that truly encompasses the importance of language in Frankenstein. Upon the monster’s awakening, he first attempts to speak, but only manages to “mutter some inarticulate sounds, while a grin wrinkled his cheeks” (70). The creator’s reaction—he flees from the scene—deprives the creature of a parent and language teacher, and embarks it in a road of forced self-discovery that brings pain, sorrow, and destruction.

The wretch, thus, begins life at a disadvantage, as it is unlearned in language. Its natural teacher, it own creator, attempts to cut all binds, renouncing his duty to instill language in his creation.  Such a task is endeavored by the creature itself, as it tells Victor:

By degrees I made a discovery of still greater moment. I found that these people possessed a method of communicating their experience and feelings to one another by articulate sounds. This was indeed a godlike science, and I ardently desired to become acquainted with it. (139) 

The wretch’s desire to gain the ability to interact with humans fuels its craving for language and knowledge. Its fascination with words, which would provide an avenue for affection and acceptance, is thus begun with the discovery of the villagers’ conversations. Conscious of its deformed nature, the creature realizes it ought not to present itself to the cottagers, but “first become master of their language” in a vain effort to “make them overlook (its) deformity” (141).

The creature thus learns language, thoroughly convinced of its advantages, but not aware of its problems. Language as a double-edged sword is presented when the wretch encounters books, and with them divergent notions of humanity. “I can hardly describe to you the effect of these books. They…sometimes raised me to ecstasy, but more frequently sunk me into the lowest dejection”(161). Although the language afforded the creature the discovery of new words and means of communication, it also produced an unwanted side effect. The wretch identifies with characters from Sorrows of Wester, as he “was dependent on none and related to none” (161). Paradise Lost provides heavy blows to the creature, as it realizes that “like Adam, I was apparently united by no link to any other being in existence…he had come forth a perfect creature…but I was wretched, helpless, and alone” (163).

However, the true coup de grace comes with the discovery of Victor’s diaries, which minutely describes the origins of the wretch. The creature learns of Victor’s feelings, and damns its existence by loudly protesting “God made man beautiful and alluring, but my form is a filthy type…horrid. Satan had his companions, but I am solitary and abhorred” (164). Language, thus, has enabled it to communicate with others, but at a price—the realization of its deformed state and its master’s repulsion towards him.

Despite the significant impact such discoveries have made, the creature nonetheless decides to present itself to the blind De Lacey. Believing the old man’s lack of sight will prevent him from passing judgment on its deformed nature, the creature states his case. De Lacey’s family, however, interrupts the scene and further cements the creature’s already firm conclusion: humankind will scorn its deformed nature, preventing its happiness in society.

With great eloquence and verve, the monster coldly informs Victor and the reader of its conclusion. “Increase of knowledge only discovered to me more clearly what a wretched outcast I was” (165). Language, therefore, does not merely provide the tools to communicate with others, but also remarks its shortcomings and disadvantages, driving it to hatred and revenge against humankind.

Foe also presents several instances in which language is used as a double-edged sword. Cruso’s (sic) attempt to teach Friday can best be described as insincere and egotistical, a she merely seeks to (and succeeds in) prolong the native’s subjugation.

Barton first encounters such a scene when she asks Friday to bring wood. He remains motionless until Cruso intervenes and says “firewood,” finally producing a response from Friday (21). After first deeming the incident as unimportant, Barton finally asks Cruso how many English words Friday knows: “as many as he needs, we have no great need for words” (21). Cruso is entirely aware that Friday will remain his subject if he is powerless; in this case, if he does not possess knowledge of language. By withholding language from the creature, Cruso is able to maintain his superiority. Although the divergence between the two terms “wood” and “firewood” seems unimportant, substituting the words with “unequal” and “equal” or even “powerful” and “powerless” can highlight their relevance.  Knowing the root does not automatically involve comprehending the expression itself, as Friday’s case presents.

Cruso, however, scorns Baritone’s request for an explanation. Her question, “what benefit is there in a life of silence?” (22) goes wholly unanswered. In a sense, Cruso deems the endeavor of teaching language to Friday unworthy of his time. “The pleasures of conversation,” and the “blessings of civilization,”  (22), as Barton regards them, are unimportant to Cruso. Having a slave, however, is essential.

The island ruler, after all, is not the first one to withhold power from Friday. Searching for an explanation for Friday’s missing tongue, Cruso conjectures that “perhaps they grew weary of listening to Friday’s wails of grief…or to prevent him from telling his story’ (23). Language, thus, is regarded as powerful by even the savage slave traders who use brute force.

Yet these words possess powerful meanings, as evident by Barton’s furious response to the neighborhood children’s mortifying chant of “cannibal Friday, cannibal Friday” (55). After transporting him to the ‘civilized world,’ she feels indebted toward him, seeking to protect him from the callousness exerted by the Europeans.

Barton, despite seemingly defending Friday, does not hesitate in prolonging his captivity. “Watch and do, those are my principal words for Friday,” (56) she coldly proclaims, as she forces the transported native into a life of labor. Her once seemingly noble ideal has given passing to a desire to use Friday as much as Cruso has used him in the island. She could help Friday—in fact, she often says she will—but instead settles into the slave-owner role for which she criticized Cruso. At the same time, though, she is thoroughly convinced “life on the island would have been less tedious had (Cruso) taught Friday” language (56), unwillingly overlooking the true reason Cruso chose not to instruct the art of  words to Friday—to keep him in subjugation much like she does now.

And yet, when Barton believes she will be doing Friday a service by teaching him language, she only harms him. The idea of language as a double-edged sword is wonderfully present here, as she informs the native of Foe’s plan to publish her memoirs. She writes, “I will give you your own copy of the book…so that your children may see that their father is famous in all parts of the world’ (58). Even if she were to succeed in educating Friday, she would only be perpetuating his servitude by recording their life. His offspring would be painfully reminded of their parent’s precarious situation, as a savage servant to the white man. The advantages of language, especially in this case, are outweighed by its disadvantages.

Likewise, Barton shows Friday a spade, prompting him to learn the terminology for the object. The weapon’s presence is a remarkable reminder of the double-nature of language as a means of empowerment and oppression for the natives. “Feel the spade…is it not a fine, sharp tool? It is an English spade, made in an English smithy” (59). The sword represents language, as it can be used as both a means for defense if gripped correctly, but it can wound the carrier if used incorrectly. In Frankenstein’s creature’s case, the sword both helps and wounds; in Friday’s case, he has no sword, as language is kept from him; as a result, speech can only harm him.

Barton acknowledges her intentions, as she exclaims “there are times when benevolence deserts me and I use words, only as the shortest way to subject him to my will”  (60). Behind the façade of concern regarding Friday’s well being lies the implicit behavior of a European in regards to a native. After all, she says, “I understand why a man would choose to be a slaveowner,” a sentiment she echoes later by stating “I do not love (Friday), but he is mine” (111). 

The European viewpoint of utilizing language as a means of prolonging the subjugation of natives is best exemplified by Foe’s declaration that “as long as he is dumb we can tell ourselves his desires are dark to us, and continue to use him as we wish”  (148). The teaching of words that only serve the oppressor’s interests, thus, works in this instance. But as seen above, in Frankenstein, language can be acquired through other means, often resulting in bitter power struggles such as the one the creature and Victor wage.

These narratives of exploration share the common theme of the usage of language as a double-edged sword. The colonizers use it to maintain the natives in a subjugated state, but the roles are not easily reversed in those instances in which the oppressed obtain such knowledge. Frankenstein’s creature, for example, attempts to remedy its isolation; instead, he grows more secluded and vengeful, eventually leading to its demise. Caliban is taught the craft of words, but he is usurped as the rightful ruler of the island. Finally, Friday’s masters only teach him enough language so that he will remain their slave. Therefore, the knowledge of language—at first view thought to be desirable—might not yield the expected results; instead, it might heighten the unhappiness by prolonging the servitude. 
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� Throughout this essay, the terms “native” and “creature” will refer to Caliban, Frankenstein’s creature, and Friday.
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