
Conclusion: 

In this study, we see not only the specifics of 

how language functions in Portrait, but also 

how language functions in society at large. 

Clearly, people and institutions utilize 

language to control and influence others. But 

what Joyce sought to demonstrate was not a 

Marxist picture of institutions actively using 

language in order to assert power. Rather, 

Joyce sought to make clear that language is 

an inherited medium which subsumes and 

shapes its users’ experiences and existences. 

It is only through thought’s natural medium—

language— that Stephen is able to 

understand and exert his own existence. 
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Why would 

Catholicism utilize 

its own language? 

Can the individual  

change  society  

through language?  

Can language be 

used to escape 

 an oppressive  

society? 

How much is the  

individual influenced by  

external discourses? 

Chapter II “Names” Chapter III “Confess!” Chapter IV “Words” Chapter V “Away!” Chapter I “Sounds” 

Method: 

Each chapter of Portrait focuses on a different time in Stephen’s life and a different 

aspect of how language functions. As Stephen’s thought s become increasingly 

complex so too do Joyce’s observations about language: 

Why do certain 

sounds elicit 

certain 

feelings? 

Introduction: 

James Joyce’s seminal novel A Portrait of The Artist as a Young Man has long stood as one of the 

earliest and most influential works in the Modernist movement. Unfortunately, outside of Joycean 

criticism, Portrait has largely faded from social consciousness. It seems as if the ostensibly 

simple Portrait has become overshadowed by the success of Joyce’s more complex works Ulysses 

and Finnegans Wake. However, the subtlety and deceptive simplicity of Portrait’s style and 

structure are truly what make it a masterpiece in its own right. Due to its episodic construction, 

as well as the fact that the narrative focuses initially on Stephen as a child, Portrait provided the 

opportunity for Joyce to demonstrate some of his most insightful observations about the shifting 

nature of language and how language functions on a societal level.  Through parallel incidents in 

each of Portrait’s five chapters, Joyce shows the tendency of people and institutions to “displace” 

Stephen through language. In this case “displace” is meant to indicate an act of attempting to 

position Stephen through language or to put him in a certain role, the good Catholic, the good 

Irishman, the good son, the artist. Following these dislocations, Stephen uses language to 

replace himself, most notably through his engagement in prayer and confession. It is not a 

spiritual relief that Stephen gains from these acts—rather the words serve to provide Stephen 

with a type of psychical grounding—Stephen gradually removes meaning from the words; they 

become static and devoid of meaning. 


