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“We have no language for the feelings” (D. H. Lawrence, ‘The Novel and the Feelings’, in 

Study of Thomas Hardy and Other Essays, ed. Bruce Steele [Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1985], p. 203). Examine Lawrence’s attempt to create such a language 

in two or more texts on the module. 

 

Throughout Lawrence’s writing, human emotion and feelings, and the various ways that 

the mind and body have of experiencing them, is a topic that is subject to Lawrence’s 

constant, rigorous, and repeated treatment. It is a rigorous approach to the description 

of characters’ inner thoughts and feelings that is so forceful, thorough, and determined 

to represent the human experience of emotion in the written word, that it has been 

described as breaching the realms of the discipline of psychoanalysis, and expressing 

some of the nuanced theoretical discussions debated within this discipline. Critics have 

come to describe Lawrence’s emotional writing in terms of provoking an almost 

uncomfortable physical response, a struggle, in a reader; Michael Bell writes, for 

instance, that Lawrence’s writing deals with the ‘ongoing struggle of the life of feeling’,1 

and that, for Lawrence himself; ‘the struggle in his work is for emotional 

acknowledgement’.2 The acknowledgement of emotional experience is, for Lawrence, one 

that is profoundly and experientially grounded in the physical. As he writes himself, ‘my 

great religion is a belief in the blood, the flesh, as being wiser than the intellect. We can 

go wrong in our minds. But what our blood feels and believes and says is always true…’3 

Characters in Lawrence’s writing do not always mentally feel the emotion of hatred, for 

example, so much as directly undergo the physical sensations that the body goes 

through when it feels hatred, and experience the physiological state of feeling hatred. 

 
1 Bell, Michael, in Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001). P. 126. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Lawrence, quoted in Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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This particularly Lawrentian blood philosophy is felt permeating through most, if 

not all, of the representations of emotion in Sons and Lovers, and the short story, ‘New 

Eve and Old Adam’. By adopting the framework and approaches of corpus linguistics, the 

following analysis will use the lexical analysis tools Wordsmith and Wmatrix to delve into 

these Lawrence texts, quantify Lawrence’s physiological language of the feelings, and 

present new findings on Lawrence’s emotional writing. Though quantification and proof 

of a certain writing style of an author may seem inconsequential, as Stubbs has pointed 

out, ‘even if quantification only confirms what we already know, this is no bad thing. 

Indeed, in developing a new method, it is perhaps better not to find anything new, but 

to confirm findings from many years of traditional study, since this gives confidence that 

the method can be relied on.’4 Indeed it is no bad thing to quantify; however, Stubbs 

neglects the purely mathematical fact that computational linguistic methods, by virtue of 

having the capacity to show the analyst every single instance of a particular linguistic 

feature, therefore also possess the ability to bring to light other contextual patterns of 

language use through the viewing of linguistic patterns cumulatively. An analyst using 

the methods of corpus linguistics is able to see patterns that do not normally reveal 

themselves to the casual reader, or even to close textual analysis. Though corpus 

linguistic techniques can allow the discussion of frequencies of certain words, the 

statistical significance of those words when compared with a larger reference corpus 

(generating ‘Key Word’ lists), and lexical collocations, for example, another fascinating 

and revolutionary approach to the corpus analysis of texts is semantic tagging, the 

ability of a computer programmed to apply certain semantic ‘tags’ to words, that is, 

small pieces of data that are added to a word that assign it to a particular semantic 

group, i.e. plants and animals, happiness, existence. 

 

 
4 Stubbs, Michael. ‘Conrad in the Computer: examples of quantitative stylistic methods’. The Language and 
Literature Reader. (London: Routledge, 2008). P.231 
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Fig. 1. Screenshot of the top key semantic concepts identified by the tool 

Wmatrix 

  

Unsurprisingly, as we can see clearly from fig. 1, the most prevalent semantic 

domain, under pronouns, is that of anatomy and physiology. The above data was 

produced by comparing my sample corpus comprised of Sons and Lovers and New Eve 

and Old Adam to the British National Corpus (BNC) written sampler- a sample of various 

kinds of written texts taken from the 100 million word BNC. Thus, the sampler will have 

included letters, emails, newspaper articles and such, and the appearance of the 

somewhat commonplace category of ‘Pronouns’ could be explained contrastively, in 

terms of fiction typically making frequent use of pronouns, particularly personal 

pronouns, to narrate the novel. However, the key concept ‘Anatomy and Physiology’ 
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stands out as being particularly significant. To illustrate this point further, Wmatrix will 

typically (depending on user settings) highlight any Log-Likelihood above 6.63 as being 

statistically significant. The key domain ‘Anatomy and Physiology’ has a Log-Likelihood of 

2491.06, making it therefore a hugely important, computer-identified stylistic feature of 

these two texts in particular. There are 3109 total occurrences of lexical items which 

have been assigned this semantic domain, which amounts to 0.57% of the total word 

count of the texts. 

 Fig. 2. Top lines of concordance from New Eve and Old Adam showing 

terms assigned the semantic domain ‘Anatomy and Physiology’ 

 

 Taking the top ten lines of concordance, the following corpus linguistic analysis 

will systematically analyse the linguistic features of the first ten anatomical and 

physiological terms, in order to demonstrate their contextual and repeated collocation 

with terms expressing a mental state, emotion, or feeling of some kind. For example, the 

first term that we see in the list is ‘physical’. Tracing this lexeme back to the source text 

in which it occurs, we can see the whole expression: ‘He felt the physical sickness rising 

in him. Somewhere down in his belly the big, feverish pulse began to beat, where was 
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the inflamed place caused by the conflict between them.’5 The first three terms are all 

encompassed by this phrase within the text. Though the semantic analysis tool has 

pointed out these three physical terms, it has failed to recognise the relevance of many 

of the other terms within this phrase denoting physicality, most likely assigning them to 

other semantic domains due to their potential for crossover (for example, feverish could 

be assigned to a semantic group labelled ‘illness’, as well as ‘physiognomy’). However, 

the fact still remains that the semantic tagging system, regardless of the natural 

ambiguity of language, has indeed pointed us to areas of the source text in which the 

physical description of a mental state is expressed; Peter Moest’s feeling of 

estrangement from his wife is here described in terms of not only a physical 

manifestation but a literal physical bodily positioning- ‘somewhere down in his belly’.  

There is in fact no direct lexis that we would typically associate with emotion in this 

section, no term expressing sadness or upset at the ‘conflict’ that Peter and Paula are 

experiencing. What we get linguistically is a series of expressions of physical, 

physiological discomfort experienced, ‘caused by’ and as a result of, human conflict. 

Fever, sickness, and inflammation all denote physical discomfort, while a pulse beating 

recreates the physical sensation of rising and falling and also a certain nausea, due to 

the proximity with the lexis ‘sickness’ and ‘inflamed’ and ‘fever’. Elizabeth Sargent notes 

the experiential element that the reader undergoes whilst reading Lawrence. Writing 

about his short stories in particular, she states: ‘you cannot skim these fables for 

meaning but have to let your body dwell in them’.6 Indeed, as we can see from this first 

extract, Lawrence intends to make us feel, or perhaps experience, as opposed to 

showing us, the physiological states of his characters. As Lawrence writes himself: ‘I 

don’t so much care about what the woman feels- in the ordinary usage of the word. That 

presumes an ego to feel with. I only care about what the woman is- what she IS- 

 
5New Eve and Old Adam, D. H. Lawrence Module Reader, P161. 
6 Poplowski, Paul, ed. Writing the Body in D. H. Lawrence: Essays on Language, 

Representation, and Sexuality. (London: Greenwood Press, 2001). P. 114. 
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inhumanly, physiologically, materially… ‘7 Description, then, not of feelings but of 

physical states associated with those feelings, is Lawrence’s concern, and these form 

part of what Paul Eggert calls Lawrence’s  ‘powerful vocabulary of the psychological 

underlife’.8 

 The second section of text that Wmatrix’s semantic tagging system points us to, 

then, is that inclusive of the lexeme ‘shoulders’. On further inspection, we are drawn to 

the physical description of Paula Moest: ‘She was a beautiful woman of about thirty, fair, 

luxuriant, with proud shoulders and a face borne up by a fierce, native vitality.’ Here, the 

physical anatomical term ‘shoulders’ is collocated with the typically emotional term 

‘proud’. It is clearly seen here what Lawrence is referring to when he says that he means 

to describe what a person is and not what they feel; for it is not Paula that is proud, it is 

her shoulders that are assigned the emotional value. Furthermore, her face as well as 

her described vitality is also presented as a sort of feature of herself that is almost not 

intrinsic to her personality; we get this sense from the lack of possessive pronouns and 

the predominance of the indefinite article demonstrating that this is clearly an outsider’s 

perspective and not Paula’s perceptions of herself. The same idea holds for the 

description of Paula’s ‘green eyes’; they have ‘a curious puzzled contraction’, as opposed 

to ‘showing her puzzlement’ or ‘revealing her puzzled attitude’. ‘Puzzlement’, an 

emotional state, is defined here in purely physical terms; her eyes have a puzzled 

‘contraction’, not a puzzled ‘look’, aligning the experience of puzzlement with a physical 

contraction of the eyes. The next anatomical term down the list has no emotion attached 

to it, possibly due to its syntactical nature of being attached to a preposition, the whole 

sentence simply expressing the physical arrangement of her hair. The final two 

sentences to which we are pointed are: ‘But her eyes retained the curious half-smile. 

Suddenly her face lowered gloomily’. Both terms denoting a mental emotion of some 

 
7 Jarrett-Kerr, Martin. D. H. Lawrence and Human Existence. (London: Rockliff Publishing Corporation, 1951). 

P. 22. 

 
8 Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001). P. 67. 
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kind, i.e. ‘half-smile’ denoting happiness and possibly mischievousness, and ‘gloomily’ 

denoting simply gloom, are mitigated and transformed in meaning by their syntactical 

contexts. Aside from the fact that physical, anatomical entities like ‘face’ and ‘eyes’ are 

ascribed agency through the linguistic structure of these sentences, which almost 

foregrounds the anatomical parts themselves as experiencing the emotions, rather than 

the human consciousness, what is also noticeable is that in this particular sentence 

couple, the mitigation of the emotional effect is grammatical; Paula’s eyes ‘retained the 

curious half-smile’, and her face lowers ‘gloomily’- smile is used as a noun rather than a 

verb, detaching it subtly from the experiencing character and placing it rather as a 

feature of Paula. Grammatically speaking, a noticeable feature of these constructions is 

the lack of processes assigned to the characters themselves. Feelings rise in Peter, and a 

pulse begins to beat in his belly; Paula’s eyes have a curious puzzled contraction, and 

retain a curious half-smile, yet in all of these physiological expressions of emotion thus 

far, neither Peter or Paula have felt sick, lowered their eyes, or felt puzzled by 

something. This grammatical pattern seems to highlight the tendency in Lawrence’s 

language of the feelings to express emotions as physical experiences and not spiritual. 

As Morag Shiach notes about Lawrence’s writing style, ‘he prefers a psycho-biological 

model of selfhood which draws on networks of nerves to illuminate the particularities of 

human subjectivity.’9 This materialism of emotion has also been noticed by Rick Rylance, 

who writes that, in Lawrence’s fiction, ‘mind states are dramatically material rather than 

spiritual, and […] they have multiple products, including waste.’10 

The concordance lines of physiology and anatomy for Sons and Lovers are less obviously 

and repeatedly expressive of an emotional state, however the first ten concordance lines 

reveal the following to be the top ten physical descriptions of emotional states in the 

novel: 

 
9 Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2001). P. 93. 
10 Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001). P. 24. 
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Fig. 3. Top lines of concordance from Sons and Lovers showing terms assigned 

to the semantic domain ‘Anatomy and Physiology’ 

 

1. ‘"You can have your dinner as soon as it's done," replied the mother. "Isn't it 

done?" he cried, his blue eyes staring at her in indignation. "Then I'm goin' 

be-out it." "You'll do nothing of the sort. It will be done in five minutes. It is 

only half-past twelve."’ 

2. ‘Some distance away could be heard the first small braying of a merry-go-

round, and the tooting of a horn. His face quivered as he looked at his 

mother.’ 

3. ‘For no other woman looked such a lady as she did, in her little black bonnet 

and her cloak. She smiled when she saw women she knew. When she was 

tired she said to her son: "Well, are you coming now, or later?" "Are you goin' 

a'ready?" he cried, his face full of reproach.’ 

4. ‘And she went slowly away with her little girl, whilst her son stood watching 

her, cut to the heart to let her go, and yet unable to leave the wakes.’ 
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5. ‘She favoured her mother, loved her mother best of all; but she had the 

Coppards' clear, defiant blue eyes and their broad brow.’ 

6. ‘She had met his brilliant eyes, but her clear face scarcely showed the elation 

which rose within her.’ 

7. ‘Her blue eyes were very straight , honest, and searching.’ 

8. ‘a certain subtle exultation like glamour in his movement, and his face                   

the flower of his body, ruddy, with tumbled black hair’ 

9. ‘Therefore the dusky, golden softness of this man's sensuous flame of life, 

that flowed off his flesh like the flame from a candle, not baffled and gripped 

into incandescence by thought and spirit as her life was, seemed to her 

something wonderful, beyond her.’ 

10. ‘Her lip trembled, her face broke, and, snatching up the child, she buried her 

face in his shoulder and cried painfully. She was one of those women who 

cannot cry; whom it hurts as it hurts a man. It was like ripping something out 

of her, her sobbing.’ 

In example 1, William Morel is speaking to his mother, and the grammar of this section 

very subtly, through the agency being assigned to William’s eyes as opposed to William 

himself, expressed the physicality of the emotion of indignation. Example 2 shows much 

the same, William’s face quivering, denoting a childlike emotion and expressing this 

through the agency being ascribed to William’s face rather than William himself. ‘his face 

full of reproach’ also demonstrates this tendency. Example 4 demonstrates a closer unity 

of emotion and physical state than the previous examples do; ‘cut to the heart’ is a 

metaphorical usage of a physical anatomical terminology, yet also expresses the 

unification of feeling and body, of physical pain relating to the emotional state of longing, 

through the linguistic alignment of the two. Though an idiomatic expression, it may be 

this type of language that Lawrence would have acknowledged as a suitable entry into a 
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‘language for the feelings’,11 by virtue of its linguistic inherent merging of emotion and 

physicality, for it is this that Lawrence seeks to express in the rest of his emotional 

expression, forging it instead for himself without (normally) the aid of pre-existing 

idiomatic expressions. Example 5 unites emotion, specifically emotional personality 

traits, with physical, inherited genetic features, describing ‘defiant blue eyes’ as 

something which is genetically inherited, and therefore ‘defiance’ as a personality trait 

that can be attached to the anatomical feature ‘eyes’. In a similar vein, example 7 

demonstrates Gertrude Morel and her emotions being described in terms of her eyes. It 

is her eyes that are described as open and honest and searching, it is the state of her 

eyes that give away emotional states. In Lawrence’s narration of Gertrude’s perspective 

of Walter when she meets him for the first time, there are examples of feeling, or rather 

personality traits involving feeling, and the physical manifestations of those feelings, 

which are described in a particularly passionate way as Gertrude finds herself moved by 

the physical being of Walter and the emotions that she feels coming from him. His 

‘sensuous flame of life’ flows from his body and off of his flesh, like a palpable and 

perceptible physical substance. This is at the extreme of Lawrence’s language for the 

feelings, with life and vitality becoming actual perceptible substances that one could 

almost touch. This overwhelming physical sensation of vitality is what attracts Gertrude 

to Morel. The final example demonstrates another interesting instance of the physical 

related to the emotional. Crying is described as something that causes physical pain, 

something that ‘it hurts as it hurts a man. It was like ripping something out of her, her 

sobbing.’ The image of sobbing being akin to ripping ‘something’ out of her, the 

indefinite pronoun making the image all the more gory and ominous because of its 

ambiguity, is a violent one, not normally perhaps related to the physical action of crying. 

 
11 Lawrence, D. H. A Study of Thomas Hardy and Other Essays. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
p. 22. 
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It is perhaps this kind of violence and discomfort associated with certain feelings that 

Lawrence himself describes as his “passionate struggle into conscious being”.12  

Another interesting facet of Lawrence’s writing of the feelings is the use of the concepts 

of consciousness and unconsciousness. Fiona Beckett notes that there is a ‘refusal to 

polarise conscious and unconscious functioning’ within Lawrence’s expressions of the 

feelings.13  

Fig. 4. Consciousness, a Sons and Lovers and New Eve and Old Adam Key Word, 

no. 343. 

 

 Consciousness is also one of the Key Words identified by Wordsmith tools as 

being significant. Key words are those that are statistically significant when a small 

corpus, in this case consisting of Sons and Lovers and New Eve and Old Adam, compared 

with a larger reference corpus to provide a frame of reference to work out significant 

words in an analyst’s chosen corpus.  

Fig. 5. Top 10 lines of concordance with consciousness in Sons and Lovers and 

New Eve and Old Adam 

 
12 D. H. Lawrence, quoted in Martin Price, ‘Levels of Consciousness’, in D. H. Lawrence: Modern 

Critical Views, ed. by Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1986). P 255-

274. 

 
13 Fernihough, Anne, ed., The Cambridge Companion to D.H. Lawrence (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001). P. 221. 



4180897 Q33336 D. H. Lawrence 

12 
 

 Concordance lines of consciousness also bring up the theme of feeling being 

related to the body. In the top example, for instance, though ‘the life was accumulating 

in his mental consciousness’, ‘his body felt like a piece of waste’. Consciousness also is 

seen to collocate with ‘the eternal gloom of his blood’, reinforcing the notion that such 

emotions as gloom are held and bound up within the body in a very physical sense.  

 Conslusively, corpus linguistic techniques, including Key Words and semantic 

tagging, have served as a useful tool for the investigation of D. H. Lawrence’s language 

of the feelings. I have shown through my analysis that Lawrence creates his language of 

the feelings by repeatedly expressing emotions in incredibly physical terms. As Elizabeth 

Sargent notes, the body is an invaluable way of experiencing emotion- we only have to 

let ourselves experience emotion physically: ‘the body knows things and can discover 

things if only we can let ourselves actually pay attention, close detailed attention, to how 

and what it registers, to notice not only our senses but proprioception, our body’s sense 

of itself, our sense of being in our own bodies and in a particular place.’14 It is this 

experience of emotions in a bodily, physical sense, that Lawrence seeks to create 

throughout his work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14 Poplowski, Paul, ed. Writing the Body in D. H. Lawrence: Essays on Language, 

Representation, and Sexuality. (London: Greenwood Press, 2001). P. 109. 
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