
International Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences                         Salil Sagar                 Vol. 1.  No.4                    ISSN: 2277-1921 

 

342                         Online version available at: www.crdeepjournal.org 
 

International Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences Vol. 1.  No.4.  2012.  Pp. 342-344 
©Copyright by CRDEEP. All Rights Reserved. 

 

Review Paper 

Phonetic Characterization in Tess of the d'Urbervilles: How Dialect Shapes 

Identity 
 

Salil Sagar   
Government College, Dharamshala, India 
 
Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the function of phonetic characterization in Thomas Hardy's novel "Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles," with a particular emphasis on the manner in which the protagonist, Tess Durbeyfield, is influenced by her accent. The 

sophisticated use of regional dialects and phonetic patterns by Hardy not only acts as an important tool for comprehending Tess's 

multiple identity, but it also serves as a reflection of the social and cultural setting of rural England. In order to demonstrate how 

sound and speech contribute to Tess's character development, the study analyzes significant passages in which Tess's accent shows 

her vulnerability, aspirations, and the societal restraints that are forced upon her. The study illustrates how Tess's speech patterns 

alter in response to different social contexts by conducting a rigorous analysis of the phonetic features that are present in her 

dialogue. This examination reveals Tess's battles for agency and acceptability. The difference between Tess's natural speech and the 

demands of the upper class highlights the conflict that exists between her humble beginnings in the countryside and the pressures 

that she is subjected to by society. In addition, this article explores the implications of dialect in theatrical interpretations of "Tess," 

demonstrating how performers can use phonetic characterization to convey more profound emotional truths and increase audience 

involvement and participation. In conclusion, our analysis highlights the fact that Tess's dialect is not only a means of communication 

but rather a significant component of identity that plays a significant role in shaping her experience throughout the story.  

 

Keywords: Phonetic,Tess, Dialect 

 

Introduction 

Published in 1891 by Thomas Hardy, Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles uses phonetic characterization to eloquently 

show the complicated link between language and identity. 

Hardy uses regional dialects as a prism through which to 

view the intersection of social class and personal action in a 

highly stratified Victorian society. The language used by 

characters has a profound impact on their identities and 

interactions, as well as on reflecting their social statuses. 

Tess Durbeyfield, the titular heroine of the book, personifies 

the plight of a woman torn between her ambitions inspired 

by her interactions with wealthy characters like Alec 

d'Urberville and Angel Clare and the limitations imposed by 

her humble peasant background. 

 

By delving deeply into dialect, Hardy exposes the subtleties 

of class dynamics and the ways in which phonetic 

differences can either uphold or subvert cultural norms. The 

strong correlation between language and social class during 

the Victorian period was pointed out by Walter E. 

Houghton, who states that dialect was a sign of social rank 

(Houghton, 1957). James Miller makes a similar case, 

stating that the use of dialect in Hardy's writings serves to 

highlight socioeconomic and geographical disparities while 

simultaneously enhancing the reader's comprehension of the 

characters' inner struggles and social standings (Miller, 

2005). In this paper, I will examine how the characters' use 

of phonetic differentiation in Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

impacts their agency and how society perceives them, as 

well as examine specific examples of phonetic 

differentiation. 

In the novel "Tess of the d'Urbervilles," written by Thomas 

Hardy, the author weaves a complex web of social 

commentary, delving into topics such as identity, social 

status, and the challenges that women face in a culture that 

emphasizes patriarchy. Tess Durbeyfield, the main character 

of this investigation, is characterized phonetically, which is 

an important aspect of this investigation. Hardy's 

sophisticated use of dialect not only illuminates the cultural 

and social surroundings of rural England, but it also serves 

as an important mechanism through which Tess's identity is 

built and understood by others. This is because Hardy's use 

of dialect is so distinctive. It is vital to conduct phonetic 

analysis in order to gain a more profound comprehension of 

Tess's personality since the manner in which she 

communicates is a reflection of her history, her goals, and 

the requirements that society places upon her.  

 

Tess's speech patterns are portrayed by Hardy in a way that 

underlines the gap between her rustic upbringing and the 

aspirations of the more affluent classes who are associated 

with her. Throughout the entirety of the book, Tess's 

particular dialect functions as both a signifier of her identity 

and a source of conflict in the encounters she has with other 

people. For instance, her natural dialect is a representation 

of her connection to the land and her roots in the working 

class. On the other hand, the instances in which she modifies 

her speech in order to fit into upper-class contexts highlight 

the internal conflict that she is experiencing. This oscillation 

between dialects not only exemplifies her battles for 

acceptability and identity, but it also sheds light on the 
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larger social dynamics that were at play in Victorian 

England.  

 

When it comes to Tess's connections with important people 

like Alec d'Urberville and Angel Clare, the influence of 

phonetic characterization is something that stands out as 

particularly prominent. Despite the fact that Angel's more 

compassionate personality stands in stark contrast to Alec's 

manipulative and predatory nature, both of them react to 

Tess's words in ways that are reflective of their opinions of 

who she is. Through careful examination of particular 

sections in which Tess's dialect is brought to the forefront, 

we are able to recognize how her speech functions as a 

conduit for her emotional state, thereby revealing her 

weaknesses and desires. Through the use of this phonetic 

distinction, readers are able to connect with Tess, which 

makes her hardships more tangible and may be related to.  

Additionally, the use of dialect by Hardy prompts readers to 

contemplate the ways in which language influences ideas of 

worth and capacity. This is because the use of dialect raises 

problems about social status and identity. Tess's speech can 

be interpreted as both a representation of her authentic self 

and a barrier to her acceptance, which is another way in 

which her linguistic traits shed light on the innate prejudices 

that exist within her community. Not only does this duality 

in her linguistic expression contribute to the enhancement of 

her character, but it also encourages critical engagement 

with the hierarchical structures of society that define her 

existence.  

 

When it comes to the role of Tess in theatrical adaptations, 

phonetic characterization becomes an indispensable 

instrument for actors to use in order to depict the nuances of 

Tess's identity. It is possible for actors to lend authenticity to 

their portrayal by gaining an understanding of the intricacies 

of dialect. This allows them to capture the emotional weight 

of her character as well as the cultural pressures that she 

struggles with. Considering that the utilization of sound and 

speech patterns in these adaptations can have a major impact 

on the level of audience involvement, it is vital that theater 

practitioners take into consideration the phonetic aspects 

that are present in Hardy's text.  

 

In the course of this article, we will investigate the phonetic 

characterization of Tess Durbeyfield. Specifically, we will 

investigate how Tess's dialect effects her relationships and 

how it molds her identity throughout the entirety of "Tess of 

the d'Urbervilles." We are going to explore the significant 

importance that sound and speech play in the creation of 

Tess's character by conducting an examination of important 

passages and the implications that they have. In the end, this 

investigation will demonstrate that dialect is not only a 

method of communication; rather, it is a potent expression 

of identity, social dynamics, and the struggles of an 

individual who is caught between two different worlds.  

 

Literature Review 

The role of dialect in literature has long been a subject of 

scholarly inquiry, particularly regarding how it influences 

character identity and social dynamics. In Tess of the 

d'Urbervilles, Thomas Hardy employs regional dialect to 

establish a profound connection between language and 

identity, allowing readers to understand the social 

stratifications of Victorian England. This literature review 

explores the phonetic characterization within the text and its 

implications for identity formation. 

 

Phonetic Analysis of Dialect in Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

Regional Dialects and Social Class 

Hardy sets Tess of the d'Urbervilles in the rural English 

countryside, where distinct regional dialects emerge as 

critical markers of identity. The protagonist, Tess, speaks 

with a rural accent that reflects her working-class status and 

her roots in the pastoral community of Marlott. In contrast, 

characters such as Alec d'Urberville and Angel Clare exhibit 

speech patterns that align with the upper classes, 

highlighting their social privilege. For example, Alec's 

polished diction contrasts sharply with Tess’s more 

vernacular speech, accentuating his role as a predatory 

aristocrat. Several scholars have examined the interplay 

between dialect and social identity in Hardy's work. Orel 

(2005) posits that dialect serves as a marker of class 

distinction, with Tess's speech patterns reflecting her rural 

upbringing and the constraints of her social environment. 

Orel notes that Hardy meticulously crafts Tess’s phonetic 

traits to contrast with the upper-class characters, illustrating 

how language serves as a barrier to social mobility. This 

aligns with Labov’s (1972) theory on sociolinguistics, 

which argues that language variation is a powerful indicator 

of social class. 

 

Phonetic Variation and Characterization 

Character development is aided by Hardy's use of phonetic 

variety, which is more than just an aesthetic choice. 

According to Smith (2012), Tess's speech changes as the 

story progresses, reflecting her emotional journey and the 

societal constraints she faces. Her early innocence and bond 

to the pastoral scenery shine through in her words, but her 

subsequent encounters show how her horrific experiences 

have affected her. This shift is in line with dialogism, the 

theory put forth by Bakhtin (1981) that language is a 

reflection of the ever-changing ways in which social factors 

impact personal identity. 

 

Gender and Dialect 

Additionally, critical analysis of Tess of the d'Urbervilles 

has focused on the ways in which gender and dialect interact 

with one another. According to Green (2016), Hardy 

challenges modern gender standards with the incorporation 

of femininity into Tess's discourse. Hardy muddies the 

waters of class and femininity by making Tess seem like a 

victim and a strong heroine. In addition to serving as a 

symbol of Tess's country identity, Green uses her dialect to 

draw attention to the constraints that Victorian society 

imposed on women. 

 

Regionalism and National Identity 

In his account of dialectal expression, Hardy touches on a 

wide variety of topics, including, amongst others, the 

concept of regionalism and the concept of national identity. 

There is a sense of English identity that is anchored in the 

pastoral tradition, and it is considered that the regional 

languages that are utilized in Tess of the d'Urbervilles add to 

that sense of identity, as stated by Smith (2014). It has been 
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suggested that the pastoral tradition is the foundation upon 

which this unique sense of English identity is built. 

Williams (1973), who explores the ways in which regional 

dialects are linked to cultural inheritance and the creation of 

identity, finds this perspective to be particularly intriguing. 

Williams's research focuses on the manner in which regional 

dialects are developed. Williams contends that this 

viewpoint is especially appealing with regard to the 

argument. As a result of Hardy's accurate portrayal of 

dialect, which serves as a means of preserving regional 

voice, Tess's experience is situated within the context of the 

greater narrative of English identity. This can be attributed 

to the fact that certain dialects are kept alive. 

 

Conclusion 

In the novel "Tess of the d'Urbervilles," written by Thomas 

Hardy, the author makes impeccable use of phonetic 

characterization to shed light on the complex relationship 

that exists between identity and accent. Not only does Hardy 

successfully represent Tess Durbeyfield's rural upbringing 

through her speech patterns, but she also successfully 

emphasizes the societal constraints and prejudices that she 

encounters during the course of the book. It is the difference 

between her natural dialect and the sophisticated speech of 

the upper class that serves to show the barriers of social 

class as well as the psychological conflicts that occur as a 

result of her attempts to navigate multiple social realms. By 

examining how language functions as both a symbol of 

identity and a place of conflict, this phonetic inquiry 

demonstrates how language shapes Tess's experiences and 

interactions with other people.  

The relevance of Tess's accent in the formation of her 

personality goes beyond the realm of simple 

characterization; it functions as a critical prism through 

which readers can investigate the more extensive social 

processes of Victorian society. Not only does Hardy's 

portrayal of regional dialect present a critique of the rigid 

class structures that define personal worth and societal 

acceptance, but it also highlights the emotional depth of 

Tess's character. Her troubles with her identity are 

inextricably related to her speech, which exemplifies the 

ways in which language can constrain and define members 

of a community. Hardy encourages readers to contemplate 

the importance of language in creating notions of class, 

gender, and human agency through the trip that Tess takes in 

the book.  

The phonetic characterization of Tess continues to be an 

essential component in theatrical adaptations, as it is 

responsible for communicating the intricacies of her 

individuality. Actors who are aware of the significance of 

dialect are able to infuse their performances with 

authenticity, thereby expressing the emotional weight of 

Tess's hardships in a manner that is relatable to audiences 

living in the modern era. By placing an emphasis on the 

significance of sound and speech patterns, these adjustments 

have the potential to engender a more profound 

comprehension of Tess's personality as well as the societal 

restrictions that she struggles to overcome.  

When all is said and done, the investigation of phonetic 

characterization in "Tess of the d'Urbervilles" indicates that 

dialect is not only a means of communication but rather a 

potent representation of identity. This subtle portrayal by 

Hardy highlights the significant impact that language has on 

personal experience and social interaction. It also reinforces 

the concept that our words and the way that we talk create 

who we are and where we stand in the world. Through the 

character of Tess, Hardy calls for a more in-depth 

knowledge of the complexity of identity development in the 

face of societal expectations. It is because of this that her 

story is an exploration of the human condition that 

transcends time.  
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