
 1 

The Dialectic, 2019 
 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Zadie Smith 
 



 2 

Author’s biography: Zadie Smith was born in London, England, and is the author of five 
novels, three collections of essays and a collection of short stories. She has won literary awards 
including the James Tait Black Memorial Prize, the Orange Prize for Fiction, the Whitbread First 
novel Award and the Guardian First Book Award, and has been shortlisted for the Man Booker Brize 
and the Bailey’s Women’s Prize for Fiction. Zadie Smith is a member of the American Academy of 
Arts and Letters and the Royal Society of Literature. She is a regular contributor to the New Yorker 
and the New York Review of Books. 
 

Introduction to the story 
 

1. What is the meaning of the title: The Dialect? 
 

Denotation (literal or primary meaning of a word)  
 
 
 
Connotation (an idea or feeling which a word invokes for a person in addition to its literal or 
primary meaning.) 
 
 
 

 
 

2. What is an EPIGRAPH? Why would authors use these? 
 
 

3. The epigraph for our story is from a line of poetry: “How can anyone fail to be” (from 
“Yesterday Down at the Canal,” by Frank O’Hara. 

a. What seems special about this quotation? 
b. What do you think it means? 
c. Does there seem to be a connection with the title of the story? 
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FIRST READING 
 
To REALLY make sense of a literary text, it takes multiple readings. Let’s read the story once and try 
to pick out some important details. 
 

Group 1:  
1. You are in charge of finding out what the narrator tells us about the setting. 
2. How does the narrator use the setting to particular effect? (Are there any symbols?)  

 

Group 2:  
1. You are in charge of finding out what the narrator tells us about the socio-economic 

situation of the family. 
2. How important do you think this is for the story? 

 

Group 3: 
1. You are in charge of finding out what the narrator tells us about the personalities of the 

characters (characterisation). 
2. How is this information revealed? (Third person narration? Dialogue?) What is the effect of 

this? (For example: Is the psychological insight convincing?  Does the overall effect feel 
more objective?) 

 

Vocabulary (in order of appearance) 
 

• Temperamental 
• Murk 
• Buoy 
• Silt 
• Willy-nilly 
• Camouflage 
• Cusp 
• Ludicrous 
• Aspiration 
• Gawkers 
• Emigrated 
• Furtively 
• Chicken sexers 
• Vats 
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SECOND READING 
 

1. What questions do YOU have about the story? List three. 
 
 

2. Describe the MOOD of the story and the TONE of the dialogue. 
 
 

3. On the first page of the story (page 4) the chicken wing seems to take on SYMBOLIC VALUE. 
What might it represent? 

 
 

4. What is the purpose and significance of the last sentence of the story? How does it develop 
the MOTIFs of the chickens and animals? 

 
 
 

5. How important is the idea of gender to this story? 
 
 
 

6. Now let’s go back to the title and the epigraph. Discuss and evaluate their significance to the 
story. 

 
 

7. Pick one of the key words or phrases from the story below and in two well developed 
paragraphs, discuss their overall importance to it: 

 

Word Choice 
1. What the woman had said was true, in intention, but what the girl had said was true, too, 

in reality. 
2. “It’s an aspiration,” said her mother, quietly. “I would like to look into the eyes of an 

animal, of any animal, and be able to feel no guilt whatsoever.” 

3. Camouflage 

4. It was hard to make life go the way you wanted 
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Appendix 
 

Vocabulary 
• In this booklet, key vocabulary terms will be highlighted in RED.  
• We’ll have quizzes on these throughout the unit.  
• Be sure to understand how the word is used in context, as well as its connotation, 

synonyms, and denotation.  
• A good place to start would be here: https://www.merriam-webster.com/ 

 
Example: Devastation 
 

• Denotation: The state of being rendered non-existent, or useless, often through violent 
action. 

• Synonyms: annihilation, desolation, wreckage   
• Connotation: The root of the word ‘state’ emphasizes that something fundamental, either 

physical or emotional, has been ruined.  
 
Ways vocabulary could be used in a quiz: 

 
1. List two synonyms for ‘devastation’. 
2. Define ‘devastation’. (Note: ‘Devastation is the state of being devastated’ is a circular 

argument. You need to go beyond the root of the word.) 
3. We’ve been exploring how, in 1945, Europe was in a state of devastation. Provide two 

examples of this.  
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Literary terms and definitions 

Characterisation 
How the identity of a character is revealed in a text. This can be done only in a 
straight-forward way (description) but also through dialogue, actions, indirect 
narration, language, costume, etc.  

Connotation 
An idea or feeling which a word invokes for a person in addition to its literal or 
primary meaning. 

Denotation The literal or primary meaning of a word 

Discuss 
Offer a considered and balanced review that includes a range of arguments, 
factors, or hypotheses. Opinions or conclusions should be presented clearly 
and supported by appropriate evidence. 

Epigraph A quotation set at the beginning of a literary work or one of its divisions to 
suggest its theme 

Evaluate Make an appraisal by weighing up the strengths and limitations. 

Mood 

Mood refers to the emotional response that the writer wishes to evoke in the 
reader through story. This response can range anywhere from feelings of 
calm, fear, anger, or joy depending on the literary work. 
 

Motif 
Recurrent idea, image, or symbol that develops or explains a theme or central 
idea 

Symbol 

Symbolism is a literary device that refers to the use of symbols in a literary 
work. A symbol is something that stands for or suggests something else; it 
represents something beyond literal meaning. In literature, a symbol can be a 
word, object, action, character, or concept that embodies and evokes a range 
of additional meaning and significance. 
 

Third person 
narration 

A narrative or mode of storytelling in which the narrator is not a character 
within the events related, but stands ‘outside’ those events. In a third-person 
narrative, all characters within the story are therefore referred to as ‘he’, 
‘she’, or ‘they’; but this does not, of course, prevent the narrator from using 
the first person ‘I’ or ‘we’ in commentary on the events and their meaning. 
Third-person narrators are often omniscient or ‘all-knowing’ about the events 
of the story, but they may sometimes appear to be restricted in their 
knowledge of these events. Third-person narrative is by far the most common 
form of storytelling. See also point of view. 

Tone 

Tone is a literary device that reflects the writer’s attitude toward the subject 
matter or audience of a literary work.  
 
Writers use several techniques to convey tone, including word choice, 
figurative language, punctuation, and even sentence structure. This helps to 
establish a narrative voice so that the reader not only understands the words 
as they are presented in a work but also their meanings, as intended by the 
writer, character, or narrator. A defined tone allows readers to connect with 
the writer and/or their narrators and characters. 
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Rubric 
 

Word Choice 

5 6 7 8 
Identifies words and 
phrases that impact 
the meaning and 
tone of the text; 
clearly and 
accurately explains 
the meaning of 
those words and 
phrases as they are 
used in the text 
(e.g., figurative, 
connotative, and 
technical meanings). 
Clearly explains the 
impact of those 
specific word 
choices on the 
meaning and/ or 
tone of the text. 
Generally explains 
how specific word 
choices relate to 
context or medium. 
 

Identifies words and 
phrases that impact 
the meaning and tone 
of the text; clearly 
and accurately 
explains the meaning 
of those words and 
phrases as they are 
used in the text (e.g., 
figurative, 
connotative, and 
technical meanings). 
Explains the 
cumulative impact of 
those specific word 
choices on the 
meaning and/ or tone 
of the entire text. 
Clearly explains how 
specific word choices 
relate to context or 
medium. 
 

Identifies words and 
phrases that impact the 
meaning and tone of the 
text; clearly and 
accurately explains the 
meaning of those words 
and phrases as they are 
used in the text (including 
figurative, connotative, 
and technical meanings). 
Explains the impact of a 
pattern of word choices 
on meaning and/or tone, 
including how patterns of 
word choice relate to 
context or medium. 
Where applicable, 
generally explains how an 
author uses or refines the 
meaning of a key 
term/concept over the 
course of a text. 

Identifies words and 
phrases that impact the 
meaning and tone of the 
text; clearly and 
accurately explains the 
meaning of those words 
and phrases as they are 
used in the text (e.g., 
figurative, connotative, 
and technical meanings). 
Analyses the impact of a 
pattern of word choices 
on meaning and tone 
and the relationship 
between word choice 
and context or medium. 
When relevant, clearly 
analyses how an author 
uses or refines the 
meaning of a key 
term/concept over the 
course of a text. 
 

 
 


