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Jacques Lacan wrote, “Language is not to be confused with the 
various  physical  and  somatic  functions  that  serve  it  in  the 
speaking subject – primarily because language and its structure 
exist prior to the moment at which each subject at  a certain 
point  in  his  mental  development  makes  his  entry  into 
it” (Lacan 739).

Alice in Wonderland and Alice Through the Looking Glass both 
use language to make the reader question definitions and the 
intended meaning behind the usages of the words and phrases. 
Alice  herself  makes  up  words,  one  such  being 
“curiouser” (Carroll 8).

In society, people develop an understanding of words and their 
meanings based on the societal constructs around them and the 
everyday usage of language. Lewis Carroll wanted readers to 
question the world around him and thus introduced new words, 
different  meanings,  and  inverted  texts.  While  analyzing  his 
work,  there  are  numerous  questions  that  arise.  Are  words 
ambiguous  in  Alice  in  Wonderland  and  Alice  Through  the 
Looking Glass? If so, why are they ambiguous? Is language in 
Alice in Wonderland used to reinforce the imposed meanings 
people have come to associate with words? In this sense, do 
unconventional  words  have  associated  meanings?  These 
questions are brought up in regards to language being used as a 
symbol  and  a  method  to  communicate  original  ideas  and 
definitions. 

Throughout  Alice  in  Wonderland  and  Alice  Through  the 
Looking Glass, words (signifiers and signified objects) become 
meaningless.  Lacan  said,  “A  signifier,  by  its  very  nature, 
always anticipates meaning by unfolding its dimensions before 
it”  (Lacan  743).  Wonderland  and  Looking  Glass  Land  exist 
beyond the dimensions of the known world.  Thus, they have 
their own rules and societal norms become nonsensical. 

“I can’t explain myself I’m afraid sir,” said Alice, “because I’m 
not myself, you see” (Carroll 35). Alice could not be anyone 
else,  except  herself,  but  due  to  the  circumstances  of 

Quotes from the Books

“I’m seven and a half exactly.” 

The Red Queen replied, “You 
needn’t say exactly…I can believe 
it without that (Carroll 165).

“Then you should say what you 
mean,” the March Hare went on.

“I do,” Alice hastily replied, “at 
least-I mean what I say - that’s the 
same thing you know.”

“Not the same thing a bit! said the 
Hatter. “You might just as well say 
that “I see what I eat” is the same 
thing as “I eat what I 
see?” (Carroll 54).

“My name is Alice…”

“It’s  a  stupid  name  enough!” 
Humpty  Dumpty  interrupted 
impatiently. “What does it mean?”

“Must  a  name  mean  something?” 
Alice asked doubtfully. 

“Of  course  it  must,”  Humpty 
Dumpty  said  with  a  short  laugh. 
short laugh (Carroll 174).

“You may call it nonsense if you 
like, but I’ve heard nonsense, 
compared with which that would be 
as sensible as a dictionary” (Carroll 
133, Carroll 131, and Carroll 133). 
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Wonderland she is unsure of who she is connected to where she is. 

The Mad Hatter is not considered 
angry  as  mad  can  sometimes 
imply,  but  insane,  invoking  a 
secondary  meaning  of  the  word. 
Thus,  the  term  “mad”  becomes 
ambiguous in its usage. To further 
illustrate this point, in Wonderland, 
the Queen of Hearts yells “off with 
his  head,”  at  anyone  who  upsets 
her.  The  King  interjects  saying, 
“It’s all her fancy that: they never 
execute nobody, you know” (Alice 
in  Wonderland  1951).  The Queen 
makes  a  declaration,  but  her 
subjects  ignore  her  command,  rendering  her  position  as  queen 
insignificant. Both characters can be called mad, but for different 
reasons.

In  Carroll’s  time,  many  hatters  went  insane  due  to  mercury 
poisoning (Garner 66).  The name Mad Hatter was written with this 
cultural understanding in mind. 

Lacan  said,  “Madness,  you  are  no  longer  the  object  of  the 
ambiguous praise with which the sage decorated the impregnable 
burrow of  his  fear;  and if  after  all  he finds himself  tolerably at 
home there, it is only because the supreme agent forever at work 
digging its tunnels is none other than reason, the very Logos that he 
serves” (Lacan 755).

“The words he uses suggest vague meanings, like an eye here and a 
foot  note  there  is  a  Picasso  abstraction,  or  they  may  have  no 
meaning at  all  – just  a  play of  pleasant  sounds like the play of 
nonobjective colors on a canvas” (Garner 150).

In Wonderland and Looking Glass Land, words are ambiguous and 
often have double meanings. When she was falling down the rabbit 
hole, Alice picked up a jar labeled, “marmalade.” Expecting to pick 
up a snack along the way, Alice is disappointed when she realizes 
the jar is empty. The label misrepresented the item and its contents. 
In this instance, Carroll provided a certain anticipation that was not 
met.  Thus,  when  entering  a  fictitious  world,  readers  should  not 
have preconceived notions or expectations.  

Important Words and Phrases 
Carroll Used

Some  ambiguous  words  include: 
curious,  curiouser,  unbirthday, 
birthday,  feathers,  dry,  race,  mad, 
Cheshire,  cat,  tale,  tail, 
jabberwocky,  rules,  games,  chess, 
chessboard,  cards,  trail, 
sentencing,  verdict,  jury, 
punishment,  size,  height,  weight, 
age,  food,  royalty,  queen,  king, 
excellency,  majesty,  hearts,  lost, 
where, who, way, little, big, raven, 
writing  desk,  important, 
unimportant, and celebration.

Conversations in the Novels

When  the  Red  Queen  speaks  to 
Alice,  their  conversation involves 
the  use  of  several  “now,”  “this,” 
“yet,”  “that,”  “very,”  and 
“quite” (Carroll 165-166).

“And  even  Stigand,  the  patriotic 
archbishop of Canterbury, found it 
advisable –.”
“Found what?” said the Duck.
“Found  it,”  the  Mouse  replied 
rather  crossly,  “of  course,  you 
know what it means” (Carroll 17).

“The  rule  is  jam  to-morrow  and 
jam yesterday – but never jam to-
day.  It’s  jam every  OTHER day: 
to-day isn’t any OTHER day you 
know” (Carroll 164).

“Sentence first – verdict 
afterwards” (Carroll 102). 

“I mean, what IS an unbirthday 
present?”
“A present given when it isn’t your 
birthday of course” (Carroll 
177-178).	  
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