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power relations between groups of people or between 
institutions/state, there will be a production of knowledge” 
(2005, p.69). During Eliza’s linguistic retraining, Higgins 
observes Eliza’s habits and verbal manners, jots down 
notes and records her speech on phonograph disks. As a 
scientist, Higgins treats others not as human beings but as 
objects (in the Foucauldian sense) for his experiments in 
linguistics. He accepts to teach Eliza, neither out of love, 
nor for money, but rather because she has an interesting 
accent and provides him with a good case for his studies. 
Eliza becomes the object of Higgins’s surveillance and 
study; the knowledge produced here is not a scientific one 
but, considering Foucault’s assertions about knowledge, 
we could say that the object of this modern knowledge is 
‘man’ (here Eliza) confined to a specific time and space 
(During, 1992, p.93) and it belongs to the domain of 
socio-linguistics about different marginal accents. This is 
the same knowledge that, in the initial act, helps Higgins 
to place, phonetically, everybody by his/her accent; 
through the exercise of such knowledge subjects are also 
placed socially. 

Higgins’s exercise of power is contrasted by Eliza’s 
resistance and counter-bidding. When Higgins addresses 
Pickering: “shall we ask this baggage to sit down, or shall 
we throw her out of the window?” (II., lines.74), though 
Eliza is not addressed, she grabs a turn to defend herself: 
“Ah-ah-oh-ow-ow-owo-oo!... I won’t be called a baggage 
when I’ve offered to pay like any lady” (II., lines.75-6). 
Eliza is not totally submissive and asks Higgins to speak 
respectfully to her. She is ready to pay for her lessons 
and does not ask for any favor: “…Well, you wouldn’t 
have the face to ask me the same for teaching me my own 
language as would for French; so I won’t give more than 
a shilling. Take it or leave It” (II., lines.107-9). In the 
first turn of this segment Eliza introduces the topic of her 
offer of money for her lessons and after that whatever she 
says are reactions to Higgins’s actions. Other turns in the 
segment, form a round of speech between Higgins and 
Pickering from which Eliza is excluded. Higgins addresses 
Pickering and starts to comment patronizingly on Eliza’s 
offer, that one shilling from Eliza’s income equals sixty or 
seventy guineas from a millionaire’s. Every now and then 
Eliza takes a turn, though not addressed, to say that she is 
not to pay sixty pounds, but Higgins interrupts and forces 
her into silence. This conversation ends with Higgins’s 
face-threatening statement that Eliza will be walloped 
by a broomstick, if she does not stop sniveling. It is 
evident that at first Eliza’s request for learning a ‘genteel’ 
language is not taken seriously by Higgins and others. But 
gradually, it is firmly established and becomes the main 
topic of their discussion.

Actually, Eliza’s words show that her linguistic 
competence is not mature enough yet, and she cannot 
understand Higgins’s witty remarks about her offer. 
Higgins uses a left-handed compliment to imply that 
Eliza’s offer is generous but at the same time emphasizes 

his superiority in not needing such money. He understands 
the gap between the poor and the rich but Eliza does not. 
Eliza does not grasp the witticism of Higgins’ statement 
about her offer, which contains a hard fact indeed, 
because she is not conscious of the social structure of her 
society. The knowledge of linguistic codes gives Higgins 
a kind of power without which Eliza is the disadvantaged 
interlocutor during the mixed-sex interaction. Eliza’s 
attempts to interact with Higgins are frustrated by 
Higgins’s fluent and complex speech interruptions and 
blocking strategies which lessen Eliza’s chance for turn-
taking, hence, she gains little opportunity for speaking. 
Her individuality is not acknowledged initially (from the 
outset of the play she is referred to as the Flower Girl); 
only when she enters Higgins’s house and he asks her 
name, she becomes an individual named Eliza Doolittle. 
This is the first step towards ‘individualization’ of this 
character. 

But the at-home party (the occasion for examining 
Eliza’s behavior in society after a period of acculturation 
which, according to Foucault, is a necessary step for the 
discourse of disciplinary power (1980, pp.105-7)) proves 
that something has changed. Eliza is ordered to keep 
to two subjects of weather and everybody’s health and 
avoid general ideas. At the first step, Higgins rectifies 
Eliza’s pronunciation, but the big problem is what she 
pronounces. At the party everything goes smoothly till the 
introduction of the topic of influenza when Eliza begins to 
ruin herself by talking about her aunt’s death. Despite her 
improper speech topic and vulgar behavior, Eliza controls 
the topic of conversation and directs others’ attention to 
her speech. In this segment, the turn-taking alternates 
between Eliza and other persons present at the party. The 
pattern of turn distribution (Mrs. Higgins, Eliza, Freddy, 
Eliza, Freddy, Mrs. Eynsford, Eliza, …) denotes that Eliza 
is central to the conversation and all turns are addressed to 
her. Higgins, though present, not only does not interrupt 
Eliza, but also backs her up by saying that her speech is a 
new small talk and that to ‘do someone in’ means to kill 
him. It is the first time, from the outset of the play, that 
Eliza is the central participant in the conversation without 
being interrupted or being forced into turn-grabbing, 
silence or anything else. 

The conversation initiates with a question about the 
weather and Eliza’s response (“The shallow depression 
in the west of these islands is likely to move slowly in an 
easterly direction. There are no indications of any great 
change in the barometrical situation” (III., lines.177-
200) indicates a drastic change in her speech style. Her 
utterance is grammatical and linguistically complex in 
comparison to her former utterances; “Ah-ah-ah-ow-
ow-ow-oo” (I., lines.235). Moreover, other interlocutors 
address Eliza with polite sentences and attend her face. 
Mrs. Eynsford Hill, for instance, redresses her question 
with using words like ’surely’, or using a negative form 
of question: “You surely don’t believe that your aunt was 
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killed?” (III., lines.197. Italics added), or in another turn, 
in addition to negative form of question, Mrs. Eynsford 
Hill mitigates her speech with using modal auxiliaries 
like ‘can’t’, and ‘might’, and the word ’spirits’ instead of 
‘gin’: “But it can’t have been right for your father to pour 
spirits down her throat like that. It might have killed her” 
(III., lines.199-200. Italics added). During this party Eliza 
has her longest turns from the dawn of the play. Act III 
is the beginning of Eliza’s empowerment, which reaches 
towards extremes in the last two acts. However, according 
to Mrs. Higgins, Eliza is not presentable at a garden party 
because she is a fake lady, whose dress and pronunciation 
are like ladies. Therefore, this examination suggests that 
Eliza’s essence and state of mind are not changed still, 
and there is the possibility of spoiling herself by every 
sentence she utters.

As the play proceeds, the interdependent relation 
between education discourse and other discourses 
like class and marriage is revealed. It is shown that 
acculturation and language retraining give Eliza a better 
chance for marriage. Higgins says “By George, Eliza, the 
streets will be strewn with the bodies of men shooting 
themselves for your sake before I’ve done with you” 
(II., lines.195-6). He also predicts that Eliza could marry 
an officer or the son of a marquis, a significant advance 
on the social ladder for her. Higher education secures a 
better financial condition, and provides better chances 
for marriage. Higgins predicts a plenteous life of luxury, 
chocolates, taxis, gold, and diamonds for Eliza. The 
question arising here is: Can Eliza enjoy such a life or 
not? 

According to Foucault in all forms of power relations, 
the two agents are in an unequal stand of intercourse. For 
example, in the case of surveillance, the observed has 
no power to observe the observer hence the knowledge 
is produced by the observer about the observed. In the 
case of normalizing judgment also only one person can 
judge the other one (as cited in McHoul and Grace, 2002, 
pp.70-1). But this is not wholly true in Pygmalion. To the 
surprise of the reader, in addition to Eliza, Higgins is also 
individualized and his character becomes demystified. As 
the play continues, it is revealed that Higgins’s terrible 
behavior and commanding language do not set a good 
example for Eliza. His language is full of dos and don’ts 
which dictate his guidelines and limit Eliza’s freedom of 
choice. Mrs. Pearce reminds him not to swear and damn 
too much in front of Eliza (“You swear a great deal too 
much. I don’t mind your damning and blasting, and what 
the devil and where the devil and who the devil!” (II., 
lines.332-3)), a language improper for a garden party. 
Moreover, he must not go to breakfast in dressing-gown 
or use it as a napkin. Eliza’s second self, also, gradually 
takes form by linguistic lessons and cultural training. She 
is taken to Shakespeare exhibition and classical concerts, 
learns to play the piano and listens to Beethoven and 
Brahms. Eliza masters the cultural codes of the upper 

class which gives her power, but, ironically, disclasses her 
too. 

Act IV is the initiation of Eliza’s self-consciousness. 
The pattern of turn distribution in the interaction between 
Eliza and Higgins, taking place after the garden party 
and the end of Higgins’s experiment, shows that the turn 
alternates between Eliza and Higgins and each have their 
own say. Before the interaction begins, Eliza throws 
Higgins’s slippers at him. They converse about what is 
to become of Eliza. Eliza claims that Higgins’s success 
depended on her, but he rejects it. In her next turn, Eliza 
says that she thinks of Higgins as the cause of her present 
misery. Before this process of acculturation, she could 
sell flowers on the street, while now she belongs to 
neither her own class nor to Higgins’s; she feels that she 
is dangling, ‘out of place’. At the dawn of the project, she 
only thought of learning a genteel language, but now she 
has no place among upper-class people, neither can she 
return to the gutter. Now she is a good-for-nothing lady 
and cannot enjoy the life that Higgins predicted; she feels 
that she needs to find a way out of this dangling condition. 
This interaction signals that it is the first time that 
Higgins listens to what Eliza says and that it is Higgins’s 
speech which is a harsh reaction to Eliza’s speech acts, 
not vice versa. Eliza’s self-consciousness and linguistic 
competence are the sources of her power. Despite this, 
Higgins still tries to dominate Eliza verbally by calling her 
‘presumptuous insect’, ‘the creature’, ‘cat’, etc. He also 
commands her to sit down and to be quiet and explicitly 
expresses his apparent indifference to Eliza’s future by 
saying “How the devil do I know what’s to become of 
you? What does it matter what becomes of you?” (IV., 
lines.96-7). Higgins suggests that Eliza might marry or 
sell flowers in a shop.

Most of the conversation in Act IV occurs between 
Eliza and Higgins which indicates that Eliza’s self 
formation process is almost completing. For the first time 
in Act IV Eliza does not attend to Higgins’s order and 
tells him that she is not going to tell Mrs. Pearce about the 
coffee. Higgins confesses that Eliza has wounded him, 
and the act ends with Eliza’s smile and triumphant feeling. 
The final Act is the celebration of Eliza’s power, when she 
runs away, and Higgins remarks that he cannot continue 
without her. Consider the following extract in which Eliza 
says she owes Pickering too much for her progress:

It’s not because you paid for my dresses. I know you are 
generous to everybody with money. But it was from you that I 
learnt really nice manners; and that is what makes one a lady, 
isn’t it? You see it was so very difficult for me with the example 
of Professor Higgins always before me. I was brought up to be 
just like him, unable to control myself, and using bad language 
on the slightest provocation. And I should never have known 
that ladies and gentlemen didn’t behave like that if you hadn’t 
been there. (V., lines.235-40)

During this conversation Eliza is the central speaker and 
Higgins is sidelined. In this last step, Eliza holds the floor 
more than Higgins does, and her turns are lengthy. Pace 
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Foucault’s claim about the lowers’ inability to criticize 
the uppers in a power relation, Eliza has gained a gift of 
articulating her critical opinion about Higgins and his 
education system. Higgins’s deficiency arises from the 
fact that he teaches only pronunciation to Eliza and is 
unaware of his awful manners which make Eliza diffident 
about her worth. During the last conversation with Eliza, 
Higgins professes that he took Eliza for the fun of it and 
will not change his behavior even if she returns. Eliza 
answers back that she is no longer afraid of Higgins’s big 
talk and bullying manner and that he cannot take away 
Eliza’s knowledge and power. She decides to regain her 
independence by leaving Higgins. In the end, Higgins 
expresses his happiness about Eliza’s strength: “By 
George, Eliza, I said I’d make a woman of you; and I 
have. I like you like this” (V., lines.509-10). When Eliza 
leaves Higgins alone on the scene, rattling his cash in his 
pocket, Eliza’s process of learning and empowerment is 
completed.  

Pygmalion is a critique of the education system of the 
time represented by Higgins. Shaw believes that education 
should create productive and humane citizens instead 
of “household pets or chattel slaves” (Griffith, 1993, 
p.149). That is, teaching at schools should not be limited 
to routine curriculums; students should be educated 
about noble manners and cultural practices. To use Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (“a system of durable 
dispositions” (Ihlen, 2009, p.65)), Higgins, apart from his 
pride and self-confidence, does not have academic habitus 
and gestures while Pickering does. He torments Eliza by 
his bitter language and by treating her as a servant (making 
her fetch things). He does not care about anybody’s 
character and ill-treats all around him. In contrast to him, 
Pickering is a better teacher, one who teaches Eliza noble 
manners and gives her a sense of self-respect by treating 
her like a lady (calling her ‘Miss Doolittle’, for instance). 
Eliza likens herself to a child, in the foreign country of 
upper-class people, who has mastered a new tongue and 
cultural codes, and has forgotten her own language. The 
crucial point is that though Eliza gains power, Higgins 
is still superior because of his sex and class. With this 
linguistic knowledge Eliza only learns how to play the 
game of power. 

Drawing on discourse theories we tried to shed 
light on the intersection of linguistic and Foucauldian 
conceptions of discourse in Shaw’s Pygmalion. Focusing 
on the modality of power relations in the play, we 
attempted to show how education and class discourses 
are mutually related – Eliza has been deprived of going 
to school because of her working-class family. Higgins’s 
disciplinary power individualizes Eliza and fashions a 
new self for her. Despite Higgins’s attempt to keep Eliza 
submitted, after experiencing subjection to power, Eliza 
herself becomes the exerciser of power. This turns her into 
a new social subject who like other humans welcomes an 
unpredictable life, now bestowing pleasure, now striking 

with sorrow. In the end, as we tried to demonstrate, there 
is a latent network of discourses and power relations in 
Pygmalion which replenishes it with different layers of 
meaning, turning it into a work which is far from what 
Christopher Booker simply calls a ‘fairy tale’ with Rags 
to Riches plot in which a humble flower girl meets a 
phonetician who promises to change her into a princess, 
accompanied by marriage and everlasting joy and felicity 
(2004, p.375).  
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