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Questions  About  the  Text
• 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.



Question  Words

Their  Intended  Meanings  
&  

Perceived  Symbolism



Ferdinand de Saussure wrote, “language is a

system of signs…the sign is the union of a form

which signifies” (Culler 9).



Question  Logic
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).



Precise  Language
“I’m seven and a half
exactly.”

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



A  Raven  and  A  Writing  Desk





Ambiguity
• 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.

• According to the Merriam Webster dictionary, ambiguity is defined as, “capable of
being understood in two or more possible senses or ways” (Merriam Webster).



In  Alice  Through  the  Looking  Glass,  
some  of  the  capitalized  words  include:  
• CALLED

• LITTLE

• I’VE

• MUST

• WHAT

• DOES

• HAS

• WIN

• KNOW

• OUTSIDE

• LOVELY

• THAT  



Contextualizing  Meaning



Text  Becomes  Symbolic
• The Mouse’s Tale “is perhaps the best-known example in
English of emblematic, or figured, verse: poems printed in
such a way that they resemble something related to their
subject matter. The affection goes back to ancient Greece”
(Garner 34). Other writers who partake in creating similar
pieces include George Herbert, Dylan Thomas, Robert
Herrick, Stéphane Mallarmé, E.E. Cummings, Dylan Thomas,
and Guillaume Apollinaire (Garner 34).



Original  
Manuscript

Original  manuscript  for  Alice   in  Wonderland  
handwritten  and  illustrated  by  Lewis  Carroll,  
1862



Jabberwocky

Visually Reading Text
Lacan wrote, “This function of speech is more worth pointing out than that of
disguising the thought (more often than not indefinable) of the subject;; it is no
less than the function of indicating the place of this subject in search for the
true” (Lacan 744).



Nonsense
&

The  Nonsensical  Nature  of  Words



Nonsense
As opposed to using the word nonsense three times
in Alice in Wonderland, Carroll wrote it seven times
in Alice Through the Looking Glass.

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).

Nonsensical Dialogue



Another  NonsensicalMoment

• “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).



“I  only  wish  I  had  such  eyes”
After asking Alice to look, she
replied, “I see nobody on the
road.”

The King, in turn, said, “I only
wish I had such eyes” (Carroll
186).

The lack of logic can be
baffling.
“Most often he uses the
absurd hilarity of Wonderland
to bring difficult technical
concepts into sharp focus”
(Holmes 135).



“You may look in
front of you, and on
both sides if you
like, but you can’t
look ALL round you
– unless you’ve
eyes at the back of
your head” (Carroll
167).

NonsensicalAccuracy



The  Pre-established  Symbolism  of  
Objects  &  Order



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



Lacan’s Mirror  Theory
&

Dream  Theory



Mirror,  Mirror

Changing From Scene-to-Scene
“In Lacan’s account, the fact that this body-image is inadequate to the
operation of a symbolic identity mediated by the pallus is sufficient
justification for the fate of the little girl’s narcissistic body-image…at the
level of signification, the body of the little girl is turned over to the
function of framework, into which the subject projects and anticipates
achieving union with his own mirror-image” (Vasseleu 142).



“Who are you?”

“I hardly know, sir, just at
present – at least I know
who I was when I got up
this morning, but I think I
must have changed several
times since then...I can’t
explain myself, I’m afraid
because I’m not myself,
you see – being so many
different sizes in a day is
very confusing” (Carroll 34).



Dreaming
• “How can you go on talking so quietly,

head downward?”

• “What does it matter, where my body

happens to be? My mind goes on working

all the same way” (Carroll 204).



Conclusions



Words  Provide  Context
• “One can’t believe impossible things…I dare
say you haven’t had much practice” (Carroll
166).

• Carroll wants readers to believe in the
impossible and develop a creative mindset.

• Lacan’s idea that a singular person provides
a system of language must therefore find that
Carroll is creating a new order of language.



“Curiouser &  Curiouser”  

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).



Thank  You
&
Any  

Questions


