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Abstract

This article examines the role of nonverbal means in 19th and 20th century English
literature, focusing on how gestures, facial expressions, silence, spatial distance, touch, and
paralinguistic features function as significant narrative tools that reveal character psychology,
social hierarchy, and cultural values. By analysing selected works of Jane Austen, Charlotte
Bronté, Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy, Ernest Hemingway, Virginia Woolf, D. H. Lawrence,
E. M. Forster, Henry James, and Oscar Wilde, the study demonstrates that nonverbal
communication often conveys emotional and thematic meanings that remain beyond the limits of
spoken language. The article argues that the literary representation of nonverbal behaviour
reflects broader historical changes in social norms, psychological thought, and artistic technique,
while also deepening the reader’s understanding of human interaction in fictional discourse.
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A Study of 19th and 20th Century English Literature

Nonverbal communication constitutes a fundamental dimension of human interaction,
encompassing gestures, facial expressions, bodily postures, silences, proxemics, and
paralinguistic features such as tone and intonation. In literary discourse, authors do not merely
recount dialogue; they construct a rich semiotic landscape in which what is left unsaid, or
expressed through the body, often carries greater semantic weight than spoken words. The
representation of nonverbal means in fictional prose serves as a powerful narrative instrument —
one that shapes character, reveals psychology, advances plot, and encodes cultural values.

The 19th and 20th centuries represent a particularly fertile period for the literary exploration
of nonverbal communication. As the novel matured as an art form and as psychology emerged as
a discipline, writers became increasingly attentive to the subtleties of human behaviour that
escape verbal articulation. From the restrained gestures of Jane Austen’s drawing-room society
to the visceral silences of Ernest Hemingway’s iceberg prose, nonverbal means evolved from
decorative detail to indispensable narrative device.

This article examines the depiction of nonverbal communication in selected canonical works
of English literature across this two-century span, analysing how authors deploy kinesic,
proxemic, haptic, and paralinguistic elements to deepen characterisation and thematic resonance.

2. Kinesics and Gesture in Victorian Fiction

Victorian novelists employed kinesic description with remarkable sophistication. Charles
Dickens, in his novel Great Expectations (1861), makes extensive use of bodily gesture to
delineate social class and moral character. The infamous Miss Havisham — frozen in time, her
wedding dress decaying on her body — is rendered almost entirely through nonverbal imagery:
her rigid posture, her slow and deliberate movements, and her pointing finger that directs Pip
toward Estella all function as emblems of arrested grief and manipulative power. The gesture of
pointing, repeated throughout the novel, conveys authority and condescension far more
efficiently than any declarative statement.

Similarly, Thomas Hardy in Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) employs bodily demeanour to
reflect the psychological oppression experienced by his protagonist. Tess’s downcast eyes, her
hunched shoulders, and her reluctance to make direct eye contact with Alec d’Urberville signal
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her vulnerability and social subordination. Hardy’s use of oculesics — the communicative
function of eye gaze — reflects contemporary conventions of feminine modesty while
simultaneously exposing the predatory dynamics of gender in rural Victorian England.

In Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847), the protagonists’ relationship is frequently
communicated through nonverbal channels. Rochester’s dark, piercing gaze upon Jane
establishes a dynamic of psychological intensity and unspoken desire. Jane herself reads his
expressions and bodily comportment with the acuity of an analyst, noting changes in posture and
facial expression that betray emotions he refuses to articulate. Bronté thus positions nonverbal
communication as the authentic language of the interior self, more truthful than the social scripts
characters are compelled to perform.

3. Silence, Paralanguage, and the Modernist Turn

With the advent of literary modernism in the early 20th century, the representation of
nonverbal communication underwent a profound transformation. The modernists — influenced
by Freudian psychology and the crisis of linguistic certainty — became fascinated by what
language fails to capture. Silence, in particular, emerged as a privileged nonverbal sign.

Ernest Hemingway’s celebrated iceberg theory, articulated in Death in the Afternoon (1932),
holds that the dignity of literary expression derives from the suppression of surface meaning,
leaving the reader to infer the emotional and psychological subtext. In his short story Hills Like
White Elephants (1927), virtually the entire dramatic tension is conveyed through nonverbal cues:
the couple’s avoidance of direct eye contact, their physical positioning relative to each other at
the train station, and the long pauses embedded within their brittle dialogue. The woman’s
repeated contemplation of the hills — described as resembling white elephants — functions as a
visual metaphor for the unspoken subject at the heart of their conversation.

Virginia Woolf takes a different approach in Mrs Dalloway (1925), employing stream-of-
consciousness narration to reveal the nonverbal dimensions of social interaction as perceived
from within a character’s mind. Clarissa Dalloway reads the glances, hesitations, and physical
presences of those around her with extraordinary sensitivity. A brief touch on the arm, a certain
quality of stillness in Peter Walsh, or the way Richard Dalloway enters a room carrying flowers
— each of these nonverbal acts reverberates through Clarissa’s consciousness as a complex
emotional event. Woolf demonstrates that in the social performance of everyday life, the body
communicates an entire world that words cannot adequately contain.

4. Proxemics and Haptics in Social Novels

Edward T. Hall’s concept of proxemics — the study of how spatial distance regulates social
relationships — finds rich illustration in the literary texts of both centuries. In Jane Austen’s
Pride and Prejudice (1813), the regulation of physical space between characters is laden with
social and emotional significance. The distance that Elizabeth Bennet maintains from Mr Darcy
during their early encounters, gradually narrowing as mutual understanding develops, encodes
the entire arc of their relationship in spatial terms. Austen, writing in an era of strict bodily
propriety, understood intuitively what Hall would later theorise: that the management of
interpersonal space is a primary vehicle of social meaning.

Haptic communication — the language of touch — receives particularly nuanced treatment
in D. H. Lawrence’s works. In Sons and Lovers (1913) and Women in Love (1920), Lawrence
invests acts of physical contact with an almost metaphysical intensity. The quality of a
handshake, the manner of an embrace, or the pressure of a hand against another’s body becomes
in Lawrence’s prose a revelatory event, disclosing the innermost character of the individual and
the true nature of a relationship. Touch, for Lawrence, is the most honest of communicative acts,
bypassing the deceptions of language to make direct contact with the real.

108

' https://www.ijmrd.in/index.php/imjrd/ ' }t




INTERNATIONAL MULTI DISCIPLINARY JOURNAL FOR RESEARCH &

DEVELOPMENT
eISSN 2394-6334 Volume 13, issue 05 (2026)

In E. M. Forster’s A Room with a View (1908) and Howards End (1910), proxemic and
haptic dynamics similarly function as indices of class, repression, and authentic selfhood. The
spontaneous physical expressiveness of the Italian characters in A Room with a View stands in
stark contrast to the bodily containment of their English counterparts, a contrast that Forster uses
to interrogate the costs of social conformity. Lucy Honeychurch’s gradual bodily liberation —
her willingness to accept touch, to occupy space expansively — mirrors her psychological
awakening.

5. Facial Expression and Psychological Depth

The literary representation of facial expression achieves particular sophistication in the work
of Henry James. In The Portrait of a Lady (1881) and The Wings of the Dove (1902), James
constructs elaborate scenes in which characters decode the microexpressions of others with
detective-like precision. Isabel Archer’s reading of Gilbert Osmond’s face — its slight tightening
around the eyes, the controlled set of his lips — gradually reveals to her the trap she has walked
into. James’s technique anticipates by decades Paul Ekman’s scientific work on
microexpressions, demonstrating that even transient, partially suppressed facial movements can
carry substantial communicative freight.

Oscar Wilde, by contrast, employs facial expression with characteristic irony in The Picture
of Dorian Gray (1890). The face itself becomes the central nonverbal text of the novel: while
Dorian’s face remains impossibly young and serene — a mask of beauty — his portrait
accumulates the marks of moral corruption that his countenance conceals. Wilde thus literalises
the nonverbal dimension of the human face, transforming it into a meditation on the gap between
social performance and hidden reality.

6. Conclusion

The foregoing analysis demonstrates that the depiction of nonverbal communication in 19th
and 20th century English literature is not a peripheral ornament but a central narrative and
thematic strategy. From the gestural codes of Victorian social life to the charged silences of
Hemingway’s modernism, from the proxemic choreography of Austen’s courtship plots to the
haptic revelations of Lawrence’s relational dramas, authors across this period consistently
mobilised the full spectrum of nonverbal means to achieve effects that verbal language alone
cannot produce.

The literary representation of nonverbal communication also reflects broader cultural and
historical transformations: the tightening and subsequent relaxation of bodily norms, the
influence of psychology on conceptions of the self, and the growing awareness that human
meaning-making exceeds the boundaries of the verbal. Studying these representations enriches
our understanding both of the literary works themselves and of the nonverbal dimensions of
human experience that they illuminate.
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