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1. INTRODUCTION

     Virginia Woolf in her work A Room Of One’s Own claimed that women have been

regarded as “the protected sex” throughout history (p 40). Women have been seen as

different from men and such distinctions almost always put females in a position of

lower status with less respect and power than men. In the same way distinctions in

language women and men use have also been noted, suggesting that differences in

grammar and pronunciation but also in interactions can be gender related (Mesthrie et

al, p. 216).

     This research paper will mainly concentrate on interactions and dialogues between

men and women in Agatha Christie’s detective novel Death in the Clouds. My aim in

this research is to distinguish specific features of conversational style that are said to

differentiate male and female speakers and try to relate them to dialogues between men

and women in this particular detective novel.

     Simply because of the diverse opinions and arguments of researchers about women’s

and men’s language and the way they interact with each other, it will be important and

interesting to do this kind of research in hope that it will bring forth more ideas for

further study for myself but also for others who might also be interested in language and

language diversities between men and women.

1.1. Research Question

     As already mentioned above in the introduction, this research paper will be about

language diversities in interactions between males and females. To narrow this topic

down I will try to focus on two main questions, namely: In what way do the language
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diversities in interactions between male and female speakers in Agatha Christie’s Death

in the Clouds affect the role of males and females in this novel? Also: Does the sense of

“otherness” in any way affect the role of the main male character and female characters

of the novel?

1.2. Methodology

     Since many works have been done on feminism, language and literature these

subjects have become very broad. By specifying my research question and deciding

what my research paper will be about, I have narrowed down the subjects mentioned

above to writing about dialogues and interactions between male and female speakers in

the detective novel Death in the Clouds.

      This research paper is divided into three different chapters (five including the

Introduction and the Conclusion), each connected and related to feminist aspects in this

particular detective novel. To begin with, in the first chapter of this research, the main

ideas are presented: methodology and literature used for this research as well as some

background information on Agatha Christie. In chapter 2, I will present different types

of detective mysteries and focus on the classical one. I will also discuss the classical

detective mystery from two different aspects, the social and psychoanalytical, and also

discuss the term “other, otherness” as related to the classical mystery. In chapter 3, the

term “androgyny” is discussed in relation to gender in detective fiction. The following

chapter, chapter 4, contains main ideas, analysis and discussions of the novel. Different

types of linguistic forms are analysed, which are said to be gender related. The main

literary findings from Death in the Clouds are also presented in this chapter. Finally,
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chapter 5 sums up the entire essay, concluding all ideas discussed in the paper and also

my personal ideas and thoughts regarding this particular research.

1.3 Literature review

     In order to provide support for my research I have used other researcher’s works as

secondary sources, both as supportive and argumentative devices for the research to be

completed in as an objective way as possible.

     Arthur Asa Berger’s Popular Culture Genres, Theories and Texts (1992)

distinguishes three basic detective types, namely: the private eye detective, procedural

detective and finally the classical detective story. In a similar way Tzvetan Todorov

describes the different types of detective stories dividing them into three categories: the

whodunit, the thriller and the suspense novel (in Lodge p.159-165). Since Agatha

Christie’s Death in the Clouds belongs to the first category, the whodunit, it is analysed

and discussed from two different approaches, social and psychoanalytical as well as in

terms of “other, otherness”, found in Berger’s Popular Culture Genres, Theories and

Texts (1992). Robert J. C. Young’s idea of “desire for the cultural other” (Young, p. 3)

in English fiction regarding class, ethnicity or sexuality is presented in Colonial Desire:

Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (1995). M. Vipond’s article “Agatha Christie’s

Women” in The International Fiction Review depicts Agatha Christie’s characters as

caricatures and stereotypes, which is another argumentative device regarding “other,

otherness” discussed in the paper.

     Carolyn G. Heilbron discusses gender in detective fiction in a discussion of the term

“androgyny” in her Hamlet’s Mother and Other Women: Feminist Essays on Literature

(1991). This term is also presented in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.
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     The main ideas of this essay regarding gender-related features in language in

connection to the classical detective mystery, Death in the Clouds, are mainly supported

and argued in Jennifer Coates’ Women, Men and Language (1993). In her work, Coates

presents not only her own research and studies, but also research done by other linguists

such as Robin Lakoff, Henri Tajfel, Janet Holmes, Dell Hymes, Furfey, Zimmerman

and West. Ideas of communicative competence are presented by Coates, where

linguistic forms such as conversational dominance and conversational style (hedges, tag

questions, swearing and taboo language and politeness) are claimed to be “sex-

exclusive”, i.e. gender related. Mesthrie et al. provide similar information as Coates in

their Introducing Sociolinguistics. Here as well different researchers’ works are

presented and discussed, also in terms of language and gender.

     Apart from these main secondary sources, providing support and arguments for the

main findings of the research paper, other secondary sources are also used, most of them

found on the Internet. Agatha Christie’s homepage, www.agathachristie.com, for

instance provides general information on Agatha Christie as well as on her works,

which can be found in the “background” section of this paper.

1.4 Background

     Dame Agatha Mary Clarissa Christie, born in 1891 in Torquay, was an English

novelist who was a prolific writer of mystery stories. Her career began with The

Mysterious Affair At Styles in 1920. Her clever mysteries and surprising twists and turns

of the plot and also creation of two unconventional fictional detectives have all made

her famous throughout the world. Many of her travels and expeditions in the Middle

East were used as material for some of her works such as Murder in Mesopotamia
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(1930), Death on the Nile (1937) and Appointment with Death (1938). Many of

Christie’s stories have been made into television series and films. She received the New

York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for 1954 – 1955 for her play Witness for the

Prosecution (1953). In 1971 she was made a Dame Commander of the Order of the

British Empire. Agatha Christie died in 1976. During her career that lasted for more

than half a century, she had written 79 novels and short story collections and over a

dozen plays (www.agathachristie.com).

     The novel Death in the Clouds, written in 1935, is a classical detective novel by

Agatha Christie. This novel centering on Hercule Poirot deals with a mysterious murder

committed on an aeroplane by an unknown person using a poisonous dart to commit the

crime. This is one of Hercule Poirot’s investigations that in the preface of the novel has

been described as one of his “most baffling mysteries”.
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2. CLASSICAL DETECTIVE MYSTERY

2.1 Types of Detective Fiction

     According to Arthur Asa Berger the originator of the detective mystery story was the

American short-story writer Edgar Allan Poe (Berger, p. 81). In the mid 19th century

Poe was the first one to introduce his protagonist, the detective C. August Dupin solving

crimes. However, during the next four decades this genre was neglected and did not

become popular again until 1887 when the world’s most famous detective, Sherlock

Holmes was introduced. (Microsoft Encarta Encyclopaedia, MEE).

     From that point on, the murder mystery evolved and modified and by the 1920s three

basic detective types were depicted (in Berger, 1992, p. 82- 83). The first type is the

private eye involving a smart and tough guy who is cynical and worldly and is often in

danger. The second detective type is procedural and involves a police official and

bureaucracy. He uses his brains but also technology in solving cases and is only

sometimes found to be in danger. The classical detective, the third detective type, is not

involved with bureaucracy. The detective is eccentric; to an extent he works on his own

and he uses only his mind and logic in solving cases. This type of detective is never in

danger and is often found to be helping the police who are bewildered and very often

focused on the wrong suspect (in Berger, p. 82). Death in the Clouds involves the

classical detective, Hercule Poirot, who is the main protagonist and also the prime

solver of the crime, murder in this case.

The detective mystery story involving the classical detective can be told either as a first-

person narration or by a third person narrator (MEE), which is the case of Death in the

Clouds, as shown in the example that follows:
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The manner of the crime was one of unparalleled audacity. In the full view of

ten - or twelve, counting the stewards – witnesses, the murderer had placed a

blowpipe to his lips and sent the fatal dart on its murderous course through the

air and no one had observed the act. It seemed frankly incredible, but there was

the evidence of the blowpipe, of the dart found on the floor, of the mark on the

deceased neck and of the medical evidence to show that, incredible or not, it

had happened (Chapter IV, p. 43)1.

Tzvetan Todorov, Bulgarian critic and authority on Slavic
literature distinguished the mystery story involving the classical detective as
“the whodunit”, which gained its top popularity between the First and the
Second World Wars (in Berger, p. 83).

The whodunit deals with duality, i.e. the novel contains two stories: the story of the

crime and the story of the investigation (Todorov, p. 159). Death in the Clouds belongs to

this kind of mystery since there is a clear distinction between the story and the story of the

investigation.

The story of the crime, the first story, ends before the story of investigation, the second

story begins. In the story of the crime apart from the actual crime, the detective examines

clues, leads and interrogates suspects and shares them with the reader. The story of the

crime corresponds to the reality and the reader is told what happened. In the story of the

investigation, which corresponds to the book, unlike the story of the crime where the reader

is told what happened, the reader is told how it happened and how the detective came to

know about it. This second story of the novel is present and significant and it justifies,

naturalizes and explains the devices of the first story. In the investigation the characters of

the novel learn instead of act (Todorov, p. 161). Another difference between those two is

the time, where in the first one actions follow their natural order and in the second one, in

the plot, it is reversed and the end can also come before the beginning. What is important to

                                                          
1 I am including chapter numbers as well as pages because there are so many editions of
Agatha Christie’s Death in the Clouds.
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note, however, is that these notions do not divide the work; they are just two aspects of the

same thing (Todorov, p. 160). 

In Death in the Clouds, which has been categorized as a whodunit, typical attributes of

Todorov’s description of the whodunit can be found. In the first story, the crime is

discovered and is later followed by interrogations of the suspects, finding clues and leading

to the murderer. Examples of this can be found in Death in the Clouds where one entire

chapter  (chapter IV) deals with investigating suspects one by one, and all clues and

evidence are presented to the reader. The investigation of the crime is based on motive,

opportunity and means. The reader is told what happened, where and when, but while

reading the novel one can only speculate and guess how the murder was committed and by

whom and also importantly why it was committed. The sense of mystery is provided and

the reader’s interest and attention is kept up in this way of writing. Not until the second

story, practically at the end of the novel, does Hercule Poirot explain how and why the

crime was committed and by whom: “You are the murderer…Wait – I will tell you

everything” (Chapter XXVI, p.182). Poirot continues explaining why this is the murderer

and then goes on explaining how the murder was committed: “I will tell you exactly how

you committed the crime” (Chapter XXVI, p.185). The solution of the crime and the

discovery of the murderer by Poirot in Death in the Clouds are to say at least surprising if

not even shocking, which is also one of the important distinctive features of the classical

detective novels.

 The other two kinds of mysteries presented by Todorov are “the thriller” and “the

suspense novel”. “The thriller” was according to Todorov created in the United States in the

time of the Second World War (in Berger, p. 83). In contrast to the whodunit, in the thriller

there is no mystery or story to be guessed. Instead, there are different forms of interest used

in order to keep the reader’s attention. The first one is the curiosity that proceeds from the

effect (a corpse, clues) to cause (the motive) and includes suspense where the movement is

reversed, from cause to effect (Todorov, p. 161). Violence, action and love are also

ingredients of the thriller, which are usually not found in the whodunit. Another difference

between the whodunit and the thriller distinguished by Todorov is the detective’s immunity
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in the whodunit and the opposite situation in the thriller where everything is possible and

the detective is always taking risks and found to be in danger, also described as tough guy

detective stories (in Berger, p. 83).

The third kind of mystery presented by Todorov, “the suspense novel”, is a

combination of attributes of the whodunit and the thriller. The sense of mystery is present

as in the whodunit but the attention is focused on the story of investigation. In this way, the

reader is interested in both what happened in the past and what is happening in the present.

2.2 Social Dimension

In the English variety of the classical mystery there is a reflection of class differences

in contemporary English society (Berger, p.91). Apart from these class differences, values,

beliefs, attitudes and also gender related issues (to be dealt with in a separate section) are

also reflected in the classical mystery and make the social dimension rather influential to

the story. Perhaps these class differences then influence other attributes of a classical

mystery such as the setting, the victim and the murderer of the novel.

One of the distinctive features of the classical mystery is the setting of the story. Many

mysteries take place in large homes and mansions with servants (Berger, p. 91). By reading

such novels, the reader takes pleasure in being in such surroundings since it describes a

lifestyle that is far away from the reader’s (Berger, p. 91). However, Death in the Clouds

does not take place in such a setting, instead on an aeroplane where the murder is

committed. The setting of this novel is also moved around between homes and work places

of characters, different police departments, different cities and even different countries

(England and France). Nevertheless, the novel does contain influential people, people from

high social classes, people like doctors (Dr. Bryant), dentists (Norman Gale), writers

(Daniel Clancy), archaeologists (the Duponts) and ladies (Lady Horbury, Venetia Kerr)

from upper classes.

In Death in the Clouds Hercule Poirot questions and interrogates all suspects and the

reader finds out each character’s personal doings, which according to Berger gives the

reader a satisfaction of his/her curiosity about how other, especially upper classes, live at
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the same time as it gives the reader “a sense of moral superiority” (Berger, p. 91). In Death

in the Clouds for instance there is an entire chapter (Chapter VIII) dedicated to the personal

belongings of all suspects, where everything from money, matchboxes and keys to

handkerchiefs is listed in order to get more insight into who the murderer might be at the

same time as it gives satisfaction to the reader’s curiosity.

Another distinctive feature of the classical mystery is that it involves a death of a

person of importance and influence (Berger, p. 91). This is also the case in the Death in the

Clouds where the victim is a businesswoman who in the novel is described as:

“…Madame Giselle was a first-class woman of business, thoroughly capable of

attending to her own affairs in the most competent manner. She kept the control of her

business entirely in her own hands. She was, if I may say so, a woman of very original

character, and a well-known public figure.” (Chapter IV, p.35-36)

In the same way as for the victim of the classical mystery, there is also a rule regarding

the murderer. According to this rule of the classical mystery, the butler is never the

murderer, but he might be killed after the main killing (Berger, p. 91). In Death in the

Clouds there is a maid of Madame Giselle, Elise Grandier, who holds some important

information regarding the investigation and solving the crime and is interrogated by

Hercule Poirot and inspector Fournier, but is never considered a suspect.

2.3 Psychoanalytical perspective

The detective of the classical mystery presents the ‘ego’ (rationality) function, if one

takes into consideration Freud’s three agencies of human psyche. The murderer would then

be an ‘id’ (impulse) figure and the police would represent the ‘superego’ (consciousness).

Since ego is connected with reason, it maintains the balance between the id and the

superego (Berger, p. 88). Therefore, in classical detective mysteries an ego (the detective) is

needed since the superego (the police) cannot control the id (the murderer). In this sense, a

psychoanalytical approach to these kinds of novels is useful since it might explain the

reader’s interest in mysteries. If relating these ideas to Death in the Clouds, the detective of
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the novel, Hercule Poirot, presents the ego. The superego would in that case be the French

and English police departments, involving Inspector Japp and Fournier. The murderer,

Norman Gale, would in that case represent the id.

According to Martin Grotjahn (1966) who is a Freudian psychiatrist, the interest in

classical mysteries is tied to a child’s interest in its parent’s sexual relationship and can be

connected to the Oedipus complex (in Berger, p. 89). Grotjahn further suggests that in

murder mysteries “our curiosity is displaced from sex to crime” (Berger, p. 90). As a result,

the detective becomes an outsider (the concept of “otherness” related to this is discussed in

the following section) who works in unconventional ways, investigating the murder. The

detective is thus the child trying to find out his parent’s (police, authorities) business in the

bedroom and he continues rediscovering it because of wanting to find out the real story, the

truth (Berger, p. 90). Also, according to Grotjahn this is why people read mystery stories

because “ on the conscious level we are looking for entertainment but on the unconscious

level we are continually investigating the primal scene” (Berger, p. 90).

2.3 Flavour of otherness

In the same way as a reflection of the class differences in
English society is portrayed in the English variety of the classic mystery
(Berger, p. 91), the concept of “other, otherness” is also one of the dominant
motifs of English fiction (Young, p.3). The concept of otherness in the
English novel came to characterize the opposite of the Englishness that is
often represented “in terms of fixity, of certainty, centeredness,
homogeneity, as something unproblematically identical with itself” (Young,
p. 2). Those belonging to a cultural other, being “an other” in a society, are
in that sense a minority group because they differ from the dominant group
that is set as a norm in the actual society (Coates: 1993, p. 7).

Robert J. C. Young’s idea of “desire for the cultural other” (Young, p. 3) in English

fiction regarding class, ethnicity or sexuality can be related to Agatha Christie’s Death in

the Clouds.  Christie’s characters are stereotypes and caricatures, recognizable and familiar

individuals (Vipond, p.119). Hercule Poirot, the detective of Death in the Clouds, fits into

this description. He is an “other” in the novel mainly because of his nationality. He is a

Belgian in England and he is even referred to as “the little Belgian” (chapter VI, p. 52).
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Poirot distinguishes himself also by using French words and phrases while speaking

English such as “mon éstomac” (chapter I, p. 16) and “mais oui” (chapter II, p. 20).

Another crucial marker of Poirot’s otherness is the fact that he is not French but Belgian,

which sets him a bit more outside the norm of Frenchness. Apart from being “tidy” and

“brainy” Poirot is depicted by his funny way of looking, referred to in the following by

Hastings in Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles:

 “He was hardly more than five feet four inches but carried himself with dignity. His

head was exactly the shape of an egg, and he always perched it a little on one side. His

moustache was very stiff and military. The neatness of his attire was almost incredible;

I believe a speck of dust would have caused him more pain than a bullet wound.”

(www25.brinster.com/AgathaChristie/hercule_poirot.asp)

Apart from the characteristics allotted to Poirot that are mentioned above which make him

an “other” in English society portrayed in Death in the Clouds, Poirot can also be seen as

an “other” in his unconventional ways of solving the crime, relating him to Berger’s

classical detective type (Berger, p.83). This too is typical of Christie’s ways of writing,

combining “convention and invention” (Vipond, p.119).

Markers of gender, besides the markers of foreignness, can also be depicted in Death in

the Clouds, distinguishing an “other”. Markers of gender in detective fiction are further

discussed in the following section.
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3. GENDER AND DETECTIVE FICTION

“Women constitute a very unusual social group” (Coates:
1993, p. 8). According to social psychologists women belong to a social
group who has “inferior social status and is seen in negative terms by
comparison with other groups” (Coates: 1993, p. 8). According to Henri
Tajfel, members of inferior groups can either accept or reject this inferior
position in the society (in Coates: 1993, p. 8). Strategies such as comparing
self with other and tokenism (joining superior groups) in the case of
acceptance of status and assimilation, redefinition of negative characteristics
and creation of new dimensions for comparison in the case of rejection are
presented by Tajfel (in Coates: 1993, p. 9). However, the term “androgyny”,
discussed below, can be seen as a term that goes beyond these strategies of
rejection and acceptance used by inferior groups.

The term “androgyny”, the opposite of sexual stereotyping, which today is common

and has become a media event, can be connected with the detective story (Heilbron, pp.

244-245). According to Carolyn Heilbron, the English detective story has always been

androgynous and the move away from stereotypical sex roles was more profound in the

detective story than in any other genre (Heilbron, pp. 247, 249). Virginia Woolf also speaks

of androgyny in her work A Room of One’s Own, mentioned in the very beginning of this

research paper. Woolf refers to Shakespeare and other androgynous minds (p. 103) and she

claims that androgyny depends upon intellectual freedom, which in its turn depends upon

material things (p. 108). Being aware of and recognizing the restrictions of women in male

dominated society, she speaks of concrete things such as money and a room of one’s own

that women need in order to achieve intellectual freedom (pp. 37, 52).  In the English

detective novel it was mostly the males who were depicted as androgynous and the change
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was brought when female writers of detective novels made their male characters “charming

and effete” (Heilbron, p.247) and male detectives “even more gentlemanly, upper class, and

languid than their predecessors” (Heilbron, p247). The most popular ones were those

intellectuals who were not “manly”, in which category Hercule Poirot can be put, also

discussed previously regarding “otherness”.

The greatest change was however brought by woman detective writers who presented

female detectives (Heilbron, p. 248). These androgynous females in novels became more

threatening and unfamiliar than those presented in novels written by males (Heilbron, p.

250). Woolf, too, was aware of this in A Room of One’s Own where she stated that a man

seems to need the feeling of being superior: “That is why Napoleon and Mussolini both

insist so emphatically upon the inferiority of women, for if it they were not inferior, they

would cease to enlarge” (p. 36).

If Agatha Christie’s female characters are to be taken into consideration, it is

noticeable that most of them are strong females and not so many of them are depicted

negatively (Vipond, p.119). Women with different kinds of professions and with different

backgrounds are depicted in Christie’s novels, not to mention in Death in the Clouds, where

female characters are businesswomen, hairdressers, maids and ladies. Christie’s books

describe the transition from the Victorian age in the image and the role of women in the

period between 1900 and the 1920’s, mixing traditional and modern qualities of women

(Vipond, p.122). In this sense Christie is considered to be giving an accurate picture of the

life of twentieth century women, without any generalization about sex roles (Vipond, p

123). The contradictions of a mixture of qualities of women can also be depicted in Death

in the Clouds where Jane Grey, one of the female characters who works in a hairdressing

establishment, is in a way trying to find herself by searching for love, and at the end of the

novel accompanies Jean Dupont to one of his travels, leaving her life behind her. This is

interesting since hairdressers occupy roles traditionally seen as women’s, yet she conducts

herself in a business-like manner. However, Jane decides to go with her heart after being

encouraged by a man, Poirot. In this sense, Poirot can be considered asexual rather than
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androgynous since he encourages romance, yet none of it or his private life for that matter

is seen in him.

4. FINDINGS: MALES AND FEMALES IN INTERACTION

In the sociolinguistic field many researchers have investigated language and gender or

more specifically the sex differences in women and men’s usage of some linguistic forms.

The concept of “communicative competence”, which according Dell Hymes means “to

incorporate social and cultural factors into linguistic description” (in Coates: 1993, p. 106)

can also be a representative of the sense of appropriateness. For instance, in certain

communities there are cultural regulations about when to speak and when to be silent

(Mesthrie et al, p. 186). What to talk about and how to talk about are also considered to be

factors of appropriateness regarding communicative competence (Coates: 1993, p. 107).

However, there are also gender differences in communicative competence, stereotypes that

are associated with males or females (Coates: 1993, p. 107) and which are discussed in the

sections that follow.

Differences in “sex-exclusive” language forms, “cases in which an obligatory

grammatical distinction is made between female and male speakers” (Mesthrie et al, p. 217)

are said “to reflect the different rules and statuses of women and men” (Mesthrie et al, p.

218). According to Furfey, “the existence of different female and male forms of language



16

meant that speakers were conscious of women and men as different categories of human

beings” (in Mesthrie et al, p. 218).

Relating to the topic of this research paper, in the following sections an analysis of

interactions between male and female characters in Agatha Christie’s Death in the Clouds

will be done. In order to facilitate for myself and in order to make this research paper clear

and easy to read I will use the same subheadings in this chapter as Jennifer Coates uses in

Women, Men and Language (1993), when distinguishing differences in language forms, i.e.

“Turn-Taking and Conversational Dominance”, “Gender and Conversational Style” as well

as “Gender and Politeness”.

4.1 Turn-Taking and Conversational Dominance

Important research has been done on interactions between
female and male speakers and there is evidence provided that females and
males do interact in different ways (Mesthrie et al, p. 229). Janet Holmes
suggests that these differences that occur in mixed-sex interaction are to the
disadvantage of female speakers (in Mesthrie et al, p. 229)

Regarding turn taking in conversations involving both male
and female speakers, two sorts of irregularities are identified in the research
done by Zimmerman and West, i.e. overlap and interruption (in Coates:
1993, p. 109). In the case of overlapping, the current speaker’s last word is
overlapped by the next speaker’s. On the other side, in the case of
interruption, the next speaker, preventing the current speaker from finishing
speaking, interrupts the current speaker (Coates: 1993, pp. 110-111).
Research presented in Coates’ Women, Men and Language (1993), shows
that in mixed-sex conversations, men used overlaps and interruptions more
than women and that the speaker who usually falls silent in mixed-sex
conversations is a woman and holds less power (Coates 1993, pp. 110-111).
However, in Agatha Christie’s Death in the Clouds no such observations
have been made. Perhaps this is because a woman writes this novel and
relating to the previous section dealing with gender in detective fiction, male
characters were allotted more polite, charming and gentlemanly
characteristics, which is also the case in Death in the Clouds. Interruptions
and overlaps made by male characters cannot be found in mixed-sex
interactions. However, interruptions and overlaps were depicted in single-
sex interactions, involving Hercule Poirot and Norman Gale:

“Yes, but look here, M. Poirot-this is the sort of wildcat scheme that
might ruin me for life.”

“Ta-ta-ta-the lady the lady will not go to the police-that I assure you.”
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…”Do you like losing your patients and ruining your career?”

“No, but-“

Poirot smiled at him kindly.

“You have the natural repugnance, yes?”

…Norman said, “If you land me in prison-“

“No, no, no, I am very well known at Scotland Yard.” (Chapter XVI, p.
127)

Another time, when Poirot’s dominance of the conversation is obvious, as in
the one above, and when interruptions are made is when Poirot accuses
Norman Gale of being the murderer:

“A lot of damned lies…”

“Oh, no. There was a bruise on her neck”

…”You lie. I wore-“

“Ah you wore gloves…?” (Chapter XXVI, p. 186)

Interruptions and overlaps can be seen as “displays of dominance” (Coates:
1993, p. 111). Power and dominance are said to be enjoyed by men in their
conversational interactions with women (Mesthrie et al, p. 231). Having
Death in the Clouds in mind or at least the examples above, it is shown that
power and dominance in conversation can be depicted in male conversations
as well. It is important to notice that Poirot holds the power because he
knows about the others. On the other side, in a single-sex conversation
involving only women, co-operativeness is a characteristic of the
interactions (Coates, p. 95). In this case, the interruptions are not considered
in the same way, but as providing support for what another speaker has said.
Female speakers are also said to use “minimal responses” such as mhm and
yeah to indicate their support and encouragement in a conversation
(Mesthrie et al, p. 230). In the novel that is the subject of this research no
evidence is found to support these ideas. No minimal responses are used in
either single- or mixed-sex conversations. Regarding co-operativeness in
interactions involving only females, an example from the novel where two
female friends are having a discussion at a hairdresser’s is contradictory to
sociolinguistic research mentioned above:

“Darling my face is really too frightful this morning, it really
is…”

The friend, who in a bored manner was turning over the pages of a
three-weeks-old Sketch, replied uninterestedly:
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“Do you think so, my sweet? It seems to me much the same as usual.”
(Chapter XIII, p. 103)

This example shows that females also interrupt their co-speakers, that this
does not only occur in conversations involving males, and that lack of
interest in the actual conversation is indicated by the absence of co-
operativeness using minimal responses that are said to characterize female
conversational interactions. They do however use emphasis and intensifiers
such as too and really, characteristics of female speech.

On the other hand, it occurs to me that male dominance in
mixed-sex conversational interactions in Death in the Clouds regarding the
topics of conversations is evident, especially in Chapter X where Hercule
Poirot interrogates Elise Grandier:

“No, Elise,” said Poirot. “I do not suspect you of having murdered
Madame…. But you might have an accomplice before the act. You
might have passed on to someone the details on Madame’s journey.”

“I did not. I swear I did not.”

Poirot looked at her again for some minutes in silence. Then he nodded
his head.

“I believe you,” he said. “But, nevertheless, there is something that you
conceal. Oh, yes there is…. Oh, do not deny! I am Hercule Poirot and I
know.” (Chapter X, p. 80)

In this conversation between Poirot and Elisa, Elisa has inferior power. It is
Poirot who dominates the conversation by choosing the topic of the
conversation and Elisa is adapting to it. One might sense fear and
uncertainty in Elisa’s tone of voice, while Poirot is the confident and the
stronger one. However, this is an official conversation, between a detective
and a maid, which from the beginning sets Poirot in a higher position.
Another interesting thing is how Poirot’s male dominance is combined with
otherness in this particular conversation, regarding unconventional ways of
solving crime in the part where he says, “I am Hercule Poirot and I know”
(Chapter X, p. 80). Poirot also uses emphasis, which previously is said to be
a characteristic of female speech. This can be related to previous statement
on p. 15 about less manly intellectuals.

To sum up, there are some specific features of conversational
style that are said to differentiate female and male speakers: amount of talk,
interruptions, conversational support, tentativeness and compliments
(Mesthrie et al, p. 230). So far, this section has dealt with conversational
dominance in terms of interruption and overlaps (turn-taking) and choice of
topic. In the following section, which deals with language varieties that are
said to be gender related, other features are presented and discussed.
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4.2 Gender and Conversational Style

Apart from conversational dominance and turn-taking, which
are distinguished as features that differentiate male and female speakers,
there is also “the claim that women and men typically employ different
linguistic ‘styles’” (Coates: 1993, p.114). These gender related features of
conversational style are discussed in the following sections: hedges,
questions and tag-questions, swearing and taboo language and finally
gender and politeness. The same subheadings are used in Jennifer Coates’
Women, Men and Language (1993).

4.2.1 Hedges

The frequent use of hedges, linguistic forms such as I think,
I’m sure, sort of, perhaps (Coates: 1993, p. 116), by female speakers can be
found in Christie’s Death in the Clouds. For instance, this is found in one of
the conversations between Jane Grey and Jean Dupont: “Well,” said Jane, “I
suppose you would rather kill an ugly woman than a good-looking one?”
(Chapter XIII, p. 108). In another example, in a conversation involving
Jane, Poirot and Fournier, Jane uses hedges even when thinking to herself:
“…I think he’s rather a mountebank, really…” (Chapter XXV, p. 171).
According to Robin Lakoff, women’s frequent use of hedges in their speech
indicates uncertainty and hesitancy (in Mesthrie et al, p. 230). In certain
parts of Death in the Clouds, however, there are hedges also used in single-
sex conversations: “Well, Madam, it was all rather dreadful, really__”.
(Chapter XIII, p. 104). Unlike Lakoff, Jennifer Coates, in her single-sex
conversation study, claims that women’s use of hedges does not indicate
weakness as Lakoff suggests but rather strength (Coates: 1993, pp. 117-
118). Here, however, it is important to notice that in Coates’ research
involves women of equal status, while Lakoff is discussing talk in mixed-
gender groups.  Coates further suggests that the possible reason for men’s
lower usage of hedges, in comparison to women’s, is men’s choice of
topics; they prefer to talk about impersonal subjects (Coates: 1993, p. 118).

In the same way as hedges in previous examples are used in
speeches performed by female characters of the novel, the same features are
found to be used by male characters as well. In a conversation between two
males, Poirot and Daniel Clancy, the frequent use of hedges by Clancy is
noticeable:

“Oh, well, I suppose one of the two Frenchmen.”
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“Now, why?”

“”Well, she was French. It seems more likely, somehow. And they were
sitting on the opposite side not too far away from her. But really I don’t
know.” (Chapter XV, p. 121)

Another feature, the you know, which Janet Holmes claims is more used by
men when it expresses confidence and more by women when it expresses
uncertainty (in Coates: 1993, p. 117) and which Coates also argues, is fairly
common in the dialogue between Poirot and Clancy. The following
examples illustrate this point:

(1) “No,” admitted Mr. Clancy. “Sometimes, you know, I can’t believe
it really

happened”. (Chapter XV, p. 121)

(2) “…I’m afraid, you know, that I’d be absolutely no good as a real
detective.” (Chapter XV, p. 121)

This contradicts Holmes’ study, since the you-know-features in the two
examples above, which according to Holmes are more frequent in female
speech, in this case clearly express uncertainty in speech performed by a
male.

If considering the examples from Death in the Clouds used so far,
Christie’s writing can be seen as androgynous. Linguistic features analysed
and discussed in this research hitherto, features that are by many linguists
claimed to be gender related, are depicted otherwise by Agatha Christie, at
least if considering the examples presented in this and previous sections.
The research continues by looking at and analysing questions and tag
questions, other linguistic features used in male and female conversational
interactions.

4.2.2 Questions and Tag Questions

In the same way as hedges are claimed to make female speech
appear tentative and uncertain, another type of linguistic features, namely
tag questions (isn’t it, hasn’t it) and questions are also indicated by linguists
in different research to be more used by female than male speakers
(Mesthrie et al, p. 230).

Research shows that women tend to ask more questions than men in
conversational interactions (Coates: 1993, p. 122), which too can be
interpreted in two different ways. Some findings show that the more
frequent usage of interrogative forms by women “reflects women’s
weakness in interactive situations” (Coates: 1993, p. 123). Conversely,
Sandra Harris claims that by asking questions, the current speaker controls
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what the next speaker is able to say (in Coates: 1993, p. 123), depending on
the situation.

Tag questions often fulfil the function of epistemic modal forms,
which are used to invite others to speak (Coates, p. 115). Tags like these are
therefore used as facilitators, since they facilitate the participation of other
speakers (Coates, p. 115). In this sense, tag questions can be related to co-
operativeness, a characteristic of female interactions, discussed previously
in the section “Turn-Taking and Conversational Dominance”.

Tag questions are rather often found in Christie’s Death in the
Clouds, which can be seen in the conversation between Jane Grey and
Norman gale in the example that follows:

“…”Yes,” said Jane. “I know you didn’t do it – for the same reason. And
of course I know I didn’t do it myself! So it must have been one of the
others; but I don’t know which. I haven’t the slightest idea. Have you?”

“No.”

…Jane went on:

“I don’t see how we can have the least idea, either. I mean we didn’t see
anything – at least I didn’t. Did you?” (Chapter V, p. 49)

In this example it is only the female character who uses tag questions,
clearly to keep the conversation going. Also, throughout the novel female
characters, as in the example above, do tend to use more tag questions that
men. Regarding questions, it is no wonder that Hercule Poirot is the one
who uses interrogative forms the most since he is the detective. However,
interrogative forms used by women such as “Good-morning Madam, not
brought your sweet little Pekingese with you? Shall we get on with the
shampoo, and then we’ll be ready for Mr. Henri.” (Chapter XIII, p. 103),
can be connected to politeness, which will be discussed later in this research
paper.

4.2.3 Swearing and Taboo language

It is argued that in the vocabulary of men and women there are
gender related differences. Jespersen claims that there are certain adjectives,
such as pretty and nice, as well as adverbs expressing intensity, especially
indicating adverb so, which according to Jespersen has “something of the
eternally feminine about it” (in Coates: 1993, p. 20). In a study done by
William Labov and Peter Trudgill, it was found that women tend to use
more prestige forms than men (in Mesthrie et al, p. 222). Women are
claimed to be more aware of the social significance of language, hence the
use of prestige forms, while men’s usage of vernacular forms has
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connotations of masculinity, which makes it more appealing to men
(Mesthrie et al, p. 222). Having this in mind, it is understandable why there
is a folk linguistic belief that men swear and use more taboo words than
women, even though there is little evidence provided to support this
(Coates: 1993, p. 126).

In Agatha Christie’s Death in the Clouds, the author goes beyond
this folk linguistic belief, perhaps the stereotype, of having female
characters of the novel using swear words. Several examples of this are
found and illustrated below:

(1) Jane: “Why the devil can’t I go to Le Pinet?” (Chapter I, p. 13)

(2) The Countess of Horbury: “Didn’t I give evidence in that damned
court and say I had never heard of the woman?” (Chapter XII, p. 98)

(3) The Countess of Horbury: “Damn her…Life was hell – hell…”
(Chapter XIX, p. 137)

These examples contradict Robin Lakoff’s claims that men use stronger
expletives, such as damn mentioned above, than women, who are said to use
weaker forms such as oh dear and goodness (in Coates: 1993, p. 127). What
is interesting is that apart from the first example, most of the taboo words
were used by a woman from a upper class, namely the Countess of Horbury,
which is quite surprising regarding the ideas of women being more aware of
the social significance of language, discussed in the beginning of this
section. This could be regarded as a reflection of her position of social
power.

In the following and the last sections of this chapter, politeness
related to gender is discussed in connection to this section, “Swearing and
Taboo Language”. Also, other linguistic forms discussed so far are related
to politeness in the next section.

4.2.4 Gender and Politeness

In similar way as there is a folk linguistic belief that women use
swearing and taboo words less frequently than men, there is also a folk
linguistic belief that women are more polite than men (Coates: 1993, p.
129). This belief can be connected to the claim that women tend to use more
prestige language forms, indicating their awareness of social significance of
language. In her study, Penelope Brown described two types of politeness
used by women, namely positive (expressions of friendliness) and negative
(imposing on others) politeness, which were proved to be used by women,
which was further on related to women’s powerlessness and vulnerability in
relation to men (in Mesthrie et al, p. 235).
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Janet Holmes argues that polite utterances of women give evidence
of concern for the feelings of people they are talking to (in Mesthrie et al, p.
235). Previously in this chapter facilitating tag questions were mentioned in
relation to women’s co-operativeness in interaction. Coates states that “all-
woman conversation like most informal interaction between equals has as
its chief goal the maintenance of good relationships” (Coates, p. 98). This
can be related to the theory of politeness Holmes argues for, where she also
lists four distinct functions of tag questions: epistemic modal and
challenging tags which do not express politeness, used more by males, along
with facilitative and softening tags which on the other side express positive
politeness and are used more frequently by females than by males (in
Mesthrie et al, p. 237). Examples listed in the section “Questions and Tag
Questions” from Death in the Clouds, are examples of facilitative tags used
by Jane which according to Holmes are supposed to express politeness. Also
other hedges, like those discussed before, I think, I’m sure, sort of, perhaps,
which are found in several examples listed in the section “hedges” are used
in women’s speech in order to prevent sensitive topics from becoming
“face-threatening” (Coates: 1993, p. 118).

As mentioned before, Agatha Christie’s male characters, similarly to
the male characters created by other female authors, were often allotted
more gentlemanly, charming and effete characteristics. Hence, the
politeness, which can be depicted in Poirot’s speech, can be seen as a female
characteristic, despite the fact that in certain parts of novels his tone of voice
is authoritative and direct, which is considered to be a characteristic of men
(Coates: 1993, p. 124). This can be noticed in his conversation with Cicely
Horbury for instance, where Poirot’s tone of voice is described as “kindly
but authoritative”:

“Sit down, Madame.” His tone of voice was kindly but authoritative.

Mechanically she sat. He took a chair near her. His manner was
fatherly and reassuring.

“Madame, I entreat you, look upon me as a friend. I come to advise you.
You are, I know, in grave trouble” (Chapter XVIII, p. 141).

In summary, swearing and taboo words, which can be related to
politeness, especially in women’s speech, at least in arguments and research
by linguists, are not found to be used by Poirot in Death in the Clouds, but
are in the case of female characters, illustrated in examples in the previous
section.

In the case of turn-taking, in terms of interruptions and overlaps,
which is claimed to be more frequent among men than women, which in its
turn can also be connected to politeness and imposition of power in
language, no evidence to support this theory can be found in Death in the
Clouds. In the examples that were used in the section “Turn-Taking and
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Conversational Dominance”, only dominance and authority of Poirot in
conversation with other male characters can be found.

It can be said that the conversational styles and linguistic features
discussed in this final chapter are related to politeness. Most of the cases
found in Christie’s Death in the Clouds, contradicted established research
and proved studies done so far by linguists not always to be accurate.
However, we must bear in mind that this is a work of fiction, not actual
conversation and in any case, context and situation also play a role, as do
the androgynous traits of some characters.

5. CONCLUSION

In this research paper ideas, claims and research of different linguists
have been presented and argued in connection to Agatha Christie’s detective
mystery, Death in the Clouds. According to my findings, the examples from
the novel used in this essay, most of the linguists’ theories were
contradicted. A number of linguistic features presented that are said to
differentiate among men and women are proved to be inaccurate, at least in
the case of Christie’s Death in the Clouds. As mentioned in the paper,
Agatha Christie manages to go beyond all stereotypes, even though her
characters are stereotypes that are claimed to exist in language. In my
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opinion, Christie has managed to obtain androgyny in this novel simply by
giving men and women the opposite characteristics than they are assumed to
have. This can be seen in the description of Hercule Poirot as being an
authoritative “other” in a society, which is a male characteristic, but still
polite, kind and effete, which are all considered to be characteristics of
women. In this sense, Christie has managed to combine convention with
invention, mixing traditional and modern values, without any generalization
about sex roles.
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