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Abstract

This thesis explores connections between ideology and language in selected works of 

Katherine Paterson with a view to understanding the ways in which her Christian 

ideology informs the language and narrative. The tools of analysis are literary and 

linguistic: the thesis brings together the triangulation of literary criticism, postmodern 

literary theory and linguistic structuralism as the means of analysing text. Ideology is 

strongly identifiable in Katherine Paterson’s work and represents a profoundly Christian 

worldview, especially in relation to the theological notion of grace as ‘unconditional 

love’. However, the texts do not have to be read as ‘Christian’ and offer options of 

multiple readings through strongly identifiable positive values.

The overall narrative design in the novels is to tell stories of diverse experiences of 

childhood, through what is represented as the focalized voice of the child. The family 

and one’s place in it become critical issues, as does the role of fathers in the family 

structure. The child’s journey can be seen in metaphorical terms as both dark and light, 

the former representing the deep, intense spiritual struggle within (often initiated by 

abjection), the latter representing emergence from the struggle into a more positive, 

mature future with hope.

The study demonstrates how linguistic analysis provides a tool for identifying 

focalization in texts and examining the voice of the child thus revealed. This, in turn, 

helps to reveal ideology. The study confirms how literary theory and linguistic analysis 

complement and reinforce each other. It also notes that despite the overt Christian 

ideology espoused and declared by the author, readers can still read Paterson’s novels 

and enjoy them without either understanding or sharing that ideology.

The thesis explores, again through both linguistic and literary analysis, concomitant 

ideologies that reflect Paterson’s social context. Thus, her works give voice to female 

protagonists and reveal values, attitudes and assumptions relating to such issues as the 

importance of education as an agent of social empowerment; the connections between 

poverty, class and education; the value of loyalty; the significance of creativity and 

imagination, and the value of finding an identity and place for self in both the family 

and community.
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