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ABSTRACT 
  

British novelist and critic David Lodge is known as one of the finest writers 

of academic satire. His most beloved novels are the campus trilogy—Changing 

Places (1975), Small World (1984), and Nice Work (1988).  

Of these novels, however, Nice Work has not yet received the depth of 

critical attention it deserves. Some critics claim that the comedy in Nice Work 

strains under a hostile sociopolitical environment towards the academia. Set in 

1986, Nice Work portrays higher education pressured to behave like businesses 

under Margaret Thatcher’s leadership. Yet, these critics fail to see that Lodge 

captures, in a unique manner, a historically important tension which redefines 

Britain’s higher education and the genre of the academic novel: the conflict 

between the capitalist values espoused by the local community (“town”) and 

idealism espoused by the academia (“gown”). Lodge channels this conflict by 

heavily drawing from nineteenth century industrial novels and weaving a taut, 

intertextual narrative between the Victorian past and the 1980s present. Moreover, 

he communicates a possibility that the antipodal worlds of town and gown can 

come to a mutual understanding by foregrounding a special kind of novelistic 

language called double-voiced discourse. Proposed by the Russian scholar Mikhail 

Bakhtin in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929), double-voiced discourse 

exhibits two conscious voices in a single utterance. It can take various forms, such 

as stylization, parodic stylization, and the hidden polemic. Even critics who 

appreciate Nice Work tend to overlook the heavy Bakhtinian influence on the novel, 



and consequently, this thesis seeks to bridge that gap in literature. 

I argue that the double-voiced discourse spoken by the narrator and the 

characters mediates the town-gown conflict underlying Nice Work. My thesis 

unfolds as follows. After outlining the emergence of the town/gown motif in 

English academic novels, I trace the development of double-voiced discourse 

inside Nice Work. There are multiple layers of voices populating the novel. 

One layer is the voices of Victorian industrial novels, which engages in a 

dialogic relationship with Lodge’s modern narrative. Another layer is the 

voices of heteroglossia incorporated in the novel via stylizations and parodic 

stylizations. The final layer is double-voiced dialogue of the protagonists. 

Through such an organic sea of voices, Nice Work suggests hope for a co-

existence of town and gown.  

Key Words:    academic novel, Mikhail Bakhtin, double-voiced discourse, 

town, gown, Victorian industrial novel 

Student Number: 2015-23171 
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

 

 

David Lodge is one of Britain’s finest practitioners of academic novels, a 

genre which tends to poke fun at and satirize the academic community. His most 

beloved academic novels are the campus trilogy, three loosely connected novels 

that center around Rummidge, a fictional English university. Drawn from Lodge’s 

own experience of teaching at the University of Birmingham for almost three 

decades, Changing Places (1975), Small World (1984), and Nice Work (1988) 

comically captures the foibles of modern academic life. The trilogy also charts 

with wit and panache the shifting sands of Britain’s higher education during the 

1970s and 80s. Changing Places and Small World carnivalize British universities 

in a period of expansive growth. Nice Work is still strikingly funny, but set in 1986, 

tragedy overshadows the campus as it is pressured to conform to managerial 

practices under Margaret Thatcher’s leadership.  

Some critics claim that Nice Work tries to be both comic and serious but 

ends up being neither; the comedy strains as it tries to respond to the hostile 

sociopolitical environment towards the academia. Yet, these critics fail to see that 

Lodge captures, in a unique manner, a historically important tension which has 
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redefined higher education and the genre of the academic novel in recent years: the 

conflict between neoliberalist values espoused by the local community (“town”) 

and the humanist ideals espoused by the academic community (“gown”).1 For, the 

external pressures which Rummidge university suffers in Nice Work is not 

limited to Britain nor to the 1980s—it is part of a broader international trend. 

The depressing state of higher education has, in turn, triggered questions about 

the viability of academic novels as a genre: Can academic novels continue to be 

funny, when the reality for universities is tragic? 

Consequently, this thesis aims to accomplish two things. First, I claim that 

Nice Work deals with the conflict between town and gown in a manner that 

critics have yet to appreciate. Specifically, I believe that Lodge adeptly draws on 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of double-voicing to portray the multitude of 

conflicting voices and ideologies that revolves around the status of higher 

education. Second, by conducting a close-examination of Nice Work, I intend to 

refute pessimistic claims about the future of the English academic novels. 

The worlds of fiction and literary theory have always strongly influenced 

each other in Lodge’s works. As a prolific novelist-critic who has oscillated 

                                            

 
1 The title of thesis, as well as the usage of the terminology “town and gown,” has been 

inspired by Robert Burton’s essay, “Standoff at the Crossroads: When Town Meets Gown in 

David Lodge’s Nice Work.” Traditionally, “town” refers to an urban area that houses a 

university, namely, “gown.” In his essay, Burton uses “town and gown” to denote the 

opposition of values between the industry and the academia. Because it is a succinct way of 

capturing the tension of values, I have adopted the terminology in my thesis. 
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between publishing novels and works of criticism, Lodge writes that he 

enthusiastically “cannibalized” literary theory in his criticism and “satirized and 

carnivalized” them in his novels (After Bakhtin 8). Considering Lodge’s 

enthusiastic reception of Mikhail Bakhtin’s works in the 1980s, then, it would be 

reasonable to assume that the Bakhtinian influence has seeped into Nice Work. 

Lodge in the 1980s became captivated by the explanatory power of Mikhail 

Bakhtin’s prosaics of the novel.2 He wrote several essays and keynote speeches 

inspired by Bakhtin’s ideas, which were later compiled and published as After 

Bakhtin (1990).  

To provide a brief overview of Bakhtin’s thoughts, they start from a core 

assumption about the social nature of language. Dialogue can only be understood 

in relation to other dialogue. Every utterance is a reply to a previous utterance, 

and at the same time it anticipates a future response. As Lodge puts it, “the word 

is not, as in Saussure, a two-sided sign—signifier and signified—but a two-sided 

act. Bakhtin’s linguistics is a linguistics of parole” (After Bakhtin 21).  

What grew out of Bakhtin’s conception of language was a project which 

the scholar would flesh out throughout the rest of his career, namely, the creation 

of a “prosaics” and not a “poetics” of literature. He wished to reconceptualize 

literary criticism, which had traditionally favored poetry over prose. As Bakhtin 

                                            

 
2 “Prosaics” is not a terminology that Bakhtin used per se, but what Gary Saul Morson and 

Carlyle Emerson coined to refer to Bakhtin’s theory of the novel. Indeed, Bakthin uses 

several synonymous phrases to prosaics, such as “prosaic wisdom” or the “form-shaping 

ideology” of the novel. They suggest that prosaics, unfinalizability, and dialogue are three 

global concepts that most represent Bakhtin’s thoughts (15).   
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saw it, defining literature with the standards of poetry incapacitate our 

understanding of prose and especially the novel. However, novels are special 

because they are best suited to provide an unfinalized way of seeing the world. 

Whereas the rhythms of poetry subjugates all voices to the poet’s voice, thereby 

advocating a single language of truth, the voices inside novels retain their distinct 

accents and intonations, thus advocating a dialogic sense of truth. In this sense, 

identifying the characteristics of the novel as a genre can shed light onto how 

novelists realize such a notion of truth. Over the stretch of his career, Bakhtin 

strove to define “novelness,” developing various interrelated concepts over the 

stretch of his career: the double-voiced word, dialogue, polyphony, heteroglossia, 

carnivalesque, unfinalizability, and chronotope, all of which contribute to shaping 

an alternative theory of literature, a prosaics which would allow us to appreciate 

prose on a new tangent. 

As a practitioner and critic of novelistic prose, Lodge was naturally 

motivated to search for a comprehensive theory of the novel. In David Lodge, 

Bernard Bergonzi outlines Lodge’s successive attempts to find such a theory of the 

novel, from New Criticism to structuralism and finally to Bakhtin. Bakhtin’s 

insight struck a chord in Lodge; it “brought his critical speculations back towards 

his instincts as a practicing novelist” (Bergonzi 59). Lodge came to readjust his 

theoretical understanding of novelistic language. The language of the novel is not 

homogeneous, as Lodge’s structuralist work had previously suggested, but a 

heterogenous crowd of many styles, voices, and languages. The novelist in Lodge 

strongly concurred with Bakhtin’s claim that  
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For the prose artist the world is full of other people’s words, 

among which he must orient himself and whose speech 

characteristics he must be able to perceive with a very keen ear. 

He must introduce them into the plane of his own discourse, but in 

such a way that this plane is not destroyed. He works with a very 

rich palette. (qtd. in After Bakhtin 7)  

In After Bakhtin, a collection of essays inspired by Bakhtinian thought, Lodge 

most frequently draws on Bakhtin’s concept of double-voicing to analyze 

nineteenth-century and twentieth-century English literature. In Nice Work we can 

also find rich instances of double-voicing, which I will examine in more detail in 

the body of my thesis.  

Double-voicing, or double-voiced words, contain at least two voices, two 

speakers, and two consciousnesses in one utterance. Because the voices 

dialogically interact with one another, double-voicing possesses a possibility of 

unfinalizability. As Wendell V. Harris says, “[w]hat Bakhtin calls ‘double 

voicing’—presenting the reader with two voices speaking as it were 

simultaneously—is one of the primary techniques for representing the dialogic 

nature of human consciousness” (446). That is, double-voicing can achieve a 

dialogic sense of truth when employed properly. 

The recursive nature of Bakhtin’s writing has made it difficult for his 

readership to lucidly understand the scholar’s concepts. Regarding double-

voicing, Bakhtin deals extensively with the concept in two of his seminal works, 

but with different emphases: the last chapter of Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 
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and his later essay “Discourse in the Novel.” I will detail both emphases since 

they will guide my discussion of Nice Work. To begin with, the last chapter of the 

Dostoevsky book, called “Discourse in Dostoevsky,” focuses on how 

Dostoevsky employs double-voicing to achieve polyphony. Bakhtin explains 

double-voicing by schematizing discourse into three major types: direct authorial 

speech, represented speech, and double-voiced speech. The first two types are 

monologic; double-voicing is dialogic. There are many subtypes of double-

voicing, such as stylization, parodic stylization, and the hidden polemic. Double-

voicing may occur in both the authorial discourse as well as the represented 

discourse of the characters.  

In “Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin veers away from the rigid 

schematization of discourse as well as an explicit discussion of polyphony. Here, 

he explains that an essential feature of novelistic prose is the author’s artistic 

organization of social languages. These social languages he called heteroglossia, 

which refers to “social dialects, characteristic of group behavior, professional 

jargons, generic languages, languages of generations and age groups, tendentious 

languages, languages of the authorities, or various circles and passing fashions, 

languages that serve the special sociopolitical purposes of the day, even the 

hour” (262-63). As Bakhtin saw it, novelists do with language what we do in 

everyday life: we double-voice a wealth of heteroglossia, acutely adjusting the 

distance between the language we use and our own beliefs to convey our 

intentions. For instance, we can appropriate a certain way of speaking when we 

agree with its values, but also when there is no better alternative available. At 
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other times, we may parody a social register to exaggerate the fallacies of its 

world views. Similarly, novelists double-voice heteroglossia to convey their 

intentions. The novelist “does not strip away the intentions of other from the 

heteroglot language of his works. . . rather, he welcomes them into his work” 

(299). By acutely adjusting and re-adjusting the distance between the 

incorporated heteroglossia and his beliefs, the novelist maneuvers a sea of 

languages which contains both the semantic intentions of others and those of the 

author. 

Although Nice Work embodies the above characteristics of double-voicing, 

there is, however, surprisingly little research that conducts a Bakhtinian reading 

of Nice Work. A bulk of the criticisms focus on the intertextuality between 

Victorian texts and Lodge’s modern narrative.3 It is true that a wide range of 

Victorian industrial novels creep into Nice Work: Benjamin Disraeli’s Sybil 

(1845), Charlotte Bronte’s Shirley (1849), Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South 

(1855), Charles Dickens’s Hard Times (1855), and George Eliot’s Felix Holt 

(1866). Because many of these “Condition-of-England” novels also foreground a 

tension between industry and non-industry, examining the intimate relationship 

between the older text and the modern text provides a historical backdrop with 

which to understand the concerns of Nice Work. However, critics have failed to 

see that the intertextuality is grounded on a rich dialogism that pervades the 

entirety of the novel. Disregarding the dialogic soil upon which the various 

                                            

 
3 (Bodenheimer; Burton; Humpherys; Winston & Marshall) 
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voices and ideologies come into contact ignores the spirit of Nice Work. 

There are a few works of criticism that conduct a Bakhtinian reading on 

Nice Work. However, they do not offer a satisfactory critical interpretation about 

this novel. For example, although Robert Morace devotes a book to analyzing 

how dialogism informs the writings of Malcolm Bradbury and David Lodge, he 

analyzes only the first two of Lodge’s campus novels, Changing Places and 

Small World. It seems that Nice Work was published too late for Morace to 

analyze, as Lodge’s novel was published in 1988, while Morace’s book was 

published in 1989. As a result, by the time Nice Work came out in print, Morace 

would have finished assimilating the bulk of his research, making it difficult for 

him to extend his discussion to include Nice Work.   

The only study which reads Nice Work in relations to Bakhtin’s theory of 

novel is conducted by Michael Greaney, titled “From Structuralism to Dialogics: 

David Lodge.” Comparing Small World and Nice Work, it analyzes how Lodge 

gradually embraced and imbued his novels with Bakhtin’s dialogic principle. In 

the process, Greaney draws upon many Bakhtinian concepts to analyze Nice 

Work, such as the carnivalesque, chronotopes, polyphony, and dialogism. 

However, because of the breadth of concepts Greaney refers to, the survey is 

brief. Furthermore, Greaney neglects to discuss how Lodge double-voices 

heteroglossia to achieve a vivid sense of dialogism, which I believe is a key 

feature of Nice Work. 

Given these limitations in the current literature, it seems necessary to reread 

Nice Work with a basis on double-voicing. Therefore, in this thesis I will argue 
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that the double-voiced discourse spoken by the narrator and the characters 

mediates the town-gown conflict underlying Nice Work. The following body of 

my thesis traces the development of double-voiced discourse inside the novel.  

First, Chapter II begins by providing a historical overview of the English 

academic novel. I skim through the development of the genre since the 1950s 

with Lodge’s campus trilogy, and explain how a conflict between the industry and 

the academia began to manifest in the English academic novel. My analysis at the 

end of the Chapter claims that the last installment of the trilogy, Nice Work, 

deploys a Bakhtinian sense of internal dialogism to communicate this very conflict. 

The dialogic interaction between Victorian texts and Lodge’s modern narrative is 

explored. After providing a preliminary overview of the dialogic imagination of 

Nice Work, the next chapters delve into Lodge’s use of double-voiced discourse. 

From Chapter III, the thesis specifically looks at the dialogic interaction of the 

protagonists, a businessman and a university lecturer. Chapter III looks at how the 

narrator double-voices heteroglossia. Specifically, it looks at Lodge’s usage of 

stylization and parodic stylization, which opens up numerous questions regarding 

the belief systems of the protagonists, Victor Wilcox and Robyn Penrose. To a 

large extent, the limitations in their belief systems represent the limitations in the 

belief systems of town and gown. Chapter IV picks up from where the previous 

Chapter left off. The antithetical protagonists meet each other for the first time, 

and they clash and argue vehemently throughout the rest of the novel. Yet, as they 

speak with each other and they come to a more cognizant awareness of the other 

party and of themselves, Vic and Robyn’s speech alters in shape. It becomes 
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increasingly double-voiced, embodying not one but two consciousnesses.  
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CHAPTER II 

 

 Town, Gown, and the Academic Novel 
 

 

To understand the town/gown tension that underlies Nice Work, it is 

necessary to first examine the history of contemporary British campus novels. As 

a literary genre, the British campus novel has closely reflected volatile changes in 

Britain’s higher education. In “What the Porter Saw: On the Academic Novel,” 

Bruce Robbins divides the development of British academic novels into three 

major periods: pastoral novels before the war, postwar satire under the welfare 

state, and postwar satire after Thatcher.  

The last phase is especially pertinent to this paper. If the second phase 

(satire under the welfare state) was limited to spoofing academic life, the last 

phase (satire after Thatcher) began to embody “an essentially town/gown 

opposition” (English 13-14). In other words, because Thatcher’s policies 

increasingly pressured universities to operate like businesses, the conflict 

between the industry and the academia surfaced as an unescapable motif in 

contemporary academic novels. Indeed, Robbins mentions Lodge’s campus 

trilogy to describe the manifestations of the second phase of British academic 

novels and the third phase. My reading takes Robbins’ idea further. I look into the 

dialogism that Lodge employs to capture the changing circumstances of British 

universities. In the process, I will argue that Lodge broadens the scope of the 
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academic novel as a genre. 

Pastoral novels dominate the first phase of the British campus novel. These 

novels celebrate universities, especially Oxbridge, as idyllic sanctuaries for 

research and self-actualization. Their paean is founded on a strong sense of 

elitism. Written when a very slim portion of the public attended university—in 

1930, for example, less than two percent of the relevant age group attended some 

form of higher education (Jarasusch 16)—the pastoral displays a narrative of 

exclusion. Such is the case in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited (1945), 

which draws heavily on Waugh’s own time at the University of Oxford in the 

1920s. The Oxford that Waugh depicts is predominately male, white, and upper-

class. The campus is a picturesque “city of aquatint” (26), but this beauty is only 

possible by the fact that the university is “walled off from the crass commercial 

civilization outside” (Robbins 251). C.P Snow’s The Masters (1951) is also 

highly exclusive. The professors in The Masters are all male and mostly middle-

aged, leading tranquil and cloistered lives in an anonymous Cambridge college, 

until news of the Master’s terminal illness throws the faculty into a political 

foray over who will become the next Master. Despite all the scheming, the novel 

is still “one of the most reverent, idyllic, and utopian academic novels ever 

written” (Showalter 14), for Snow writes with the conviction that life as an 

Oxbridge fellow is one of the most significant a man can lead. Professors had 

“great self-respect… the college was the place where men lived the least anxious, 

the most comforting, the freest lives” (Snow 373-74). Such a romantic projection 

of university life, however, was soon to disintegrate with the democratization of 
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higher education under the postwar welfare state. The Masters would mark the 

end of the first phase of the British academic novel. 

Lodge’s education and professional career reflects how satire came to 

prominence in the second phase of the academic novel, namely, “postwar satire 

under the welfare state.” Following the recommendations of William Beveridge, 

the welfare state was established with the aim to eradicate the five “giant evils” 

of poverty—unemployment, poverty, poor housing conditions, ill-health, and 

lack of education (Walsh, Stephens, and Moore 50). With education composing a 

core component of the “postwar consensus” for rebuilding the country, the 

British government spearheaded a series of major educational reforms: the 1944 

Education Act (the Butler Act), the expansion of redbrick universities, and the 

massive provisions following the 1963 Robbins Report4. These initiatives sought 

to promote upward social mobility by providing people of all social classes and 

gender with easier access to higher education, as only around six percent of the 

relevant age group attended such institutions in 1961 (Havinghurst 639). And the 

reforms did succeed in giving marginalized students greater prospects.  

Lodge is a living testimony. Born to working-class parents in East Dulwich 

                                            

 
4 The prototype of redbrick universities, or civic universities, first sprang up in the 19th 

century to meet the increasing demands for a technically skilled workforce. Six of these 

institutions were granted university status before the WWI (the original redbrick 

universities), and after the war, others were turned into universities as well. Whyte argues 

that redbrick universities were “the single biggest influence on the creation of new 

universities in the 1950s and 1960s” (7). The seminal Robbins report, whose proposal the 

government promptly accepted, called for a ten-year program which would expand the 

places in universities from 110,000 to 218,000 by 1973-74 and create some sixty universities 

(Havinghurst 494, 639). In Nice Work, Dr. Penrose names his daughter Robyn after the 

Robbins report, signaling that Robyn inherits the humanistic spirit of the report.   
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in 1935, he calls himself a “classic product of the 1944 Education Act, the first 

generation who got free secondary schooling.” The education he received from a 

state-funded Catholic grammar school, Lodge says, “propelled me into the 

professional middle classes” (Haffenden 148). He began teaching at the 

University of Birmingham in 1960, juggling two careers as an academic and 

novelist until his early retirement in 1987. During this time, Lodge became part 

of a new generation of class-conscious novelists who satirized and mocked the 

ivory tower rather than romanticized it: i.e. Kingsley Amis, who opened the stage 

for academic satire with Lucky Jim (1954), and Malcom Bradbury, who is best 

known for The History Man (1975).  

A comparison of Lodge’s first two campus novels, Changing Places and 

Small World, reveals the rapid transformation of British universities in the late 

60s and 70s. Set in 1969, Changing Places comically juxtaposes the British 

campus and the American campus by charting the cultural assimilation of two 

professors who exchange teaching posts for a semester. Philip Swallow is an 

undistinguished scholar at Rummidge, an English university with a “middling 

size and reputation” (10). His foil is Morris Zapp, a celebrity scholar at a 

prestigious American university. As they swap campuses, houses, and even wives, 

Swallow and Zapp engage in a hilarious and synchronized dive into the differing 

academic systems of America and Britain. The premise of the novel stems from 

Lodge’s own experience at Berkeley as a visiting Associate Professor in 1969. 

There he witnessed a tumultuous campus, studded with hippie culture and 

student demonstrations against the Vietnam War. But more than anything else, 
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Lodge was struck by the “contrasts between American and British academic 

life—the competitiveness and professionalism of the former making the latter 

seem by comparison humane but amateurish.” Lodge says, “I promised myself 

that when I got home I would use all this experience to write a novel—a comic 

one, as campus novels tend to be, exploring the gaps between the high ideals of 

academic institutions and the human flaws and follies of their members” 

(“Introduction” viii). 

By narrating Morris Zapp’s culture shock at Rummidge, Lodge 

successfully highlights the “humane but amateurish” British campus of the 1960s. 

For instance, Zapp is confounded when he finds a handwritten letter that 

Swallow has left him. It offers pages of well-intended but eccentric advice, such 

as where to keep important papers (under the carpet) and how to handle his 

students (know them like a counselor): 

I gather from Busby that you’ll probably be taking over my 

tutorial groups. . . . There are a few points you might like to 

bear in mind. Brenda Archer suffers badly from pre-menstrual 

tension so don’t be surprised if she bursts into tears every now 

and again. The other third-year group is tricky because Robin 

Kenworth used to be Alice Murphy’s boyfriend but lately he’s 

been going around with Miranda Watkins, and as they’re all in 

the same group you may find the atmosphere rather tense [. . .] 

(49) 

Small World captures British universities’ midpoint transition between 
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Changing Places and Nice Work. By 1979, which is when Small World is set, 

generous grants and jet-travel redefine the British academic life. Again, the novel 

stems from Lodge’s personal experience. In the late 1970s, Lodge was invited to 

a series of international conferences, including the MLA convention in 

Manhattan, the Seventh International James Joyce Symposium in Zurich, and a 

conference in Israel. Attending these conferences enabled Lodge to see that “jet 

travel had created a new academic community, a travelling caravan of professors 

with international contacts, lightweight luggage, and generous conference 

grants—a global campus” (“Introduction” xii).  

Because Lodge’s academic novels are works of comedy, intended to taunt 

and ridicule academic life, his characters tend to be larger than the individual. 

Morris Zapp in various ways stereotypes the American faculty, while Philipp 

Swallow in various ways stereotypes the British faculty. Consequently, following 

the transformation of Swallow throughout the trilogy sheds light on the volatile 

changes in the state of Britain’s higher education. In particular, Swallow’s 

intellectual and sexual virility (or lack thereof) seems to coincide with the 

expansion (or decline) of Britain’s higher education. For instance, Swallow in 

Changing Places exaggerates the callowness of British universities. He is a 

“mimetic man: unconfident, eager to please, infinitely suggestible” (7). He is 

also a pitifully underachieving scholar, with no PhD, no field of specialty, nor 

any publications besides a handful of essays and reviews. In Small World, 

however, Swallow is reborn. Not only does he finally publish a book, but he also 

receives tenure and becomes the head of the English department, a position 
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which attracts numerous conference calls as well as the sexual passes of women. 

Swallow confidently embraces his changed prospects. He sports a faux-silver 

beard, conference-hops around the world, and has an affair with the wife of a 

British Council officer.  

So when Swallow’s vitality rapidly declines by the next novel, Nice Work, 

the insinuation is that Britain’s university system is also rapidly being dismantled. 

Swallow’s physical decay is alarming, if not almost moribund in Nice Work. 

Since the novel is set in 1986 and Small World in 1979, only seven years should 

have passed between the two novels. Yet, Swallow seems to have aged terribly 

by Nice Work—he has trouble hearing, and a smile reveals “a number of chipped 

and discolored teeth, set in his gums at odd angles, like tombstones in a 

neglected churchyard” (38). Most of the time he shuffles insipidly around the 

campus, waxing nostalgia about his globe-trotting days or worrying about 

sudden budget cuts. Indeed, as Swallow tells Robyn, his academic career is a 

living record of the rise and fall of British universities: 

I feel as if, by the time I retire, I shall have lived through the 

entire life-cycle of postwar higher education. When I was a 

student myself provincial universities like Rummidge were a 

very small show. Then in the sixties, it was all expansion, growth, 

new building. Would you believe our biggest grouse in the sixties 

was about the noise of construction work? Now it’s all gone quiet. 

Won’t be long before they’re sending in the demolition crews, no 

doubt. (39)  
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Swallow here describes the commencement of the third phase of British 

academic novels, what Robbins calls “Sadomonetism” since Thatcher (260). 

Since rationalization was Thatcher’s tonic for treating the nation’s ongoing 

problems with inflation, universities were among the first to take a direct hit. For 

instance, three days after Thatcher took office, the new Secretary of State for 

Education was notified that 100 million pounds would be deducted from the 

university budget (Shattock 187). An additional string of deep cuts, averaging a 

15% decrease over three years, was further administered from 1981. These cuts 

were announced abruptly and without prior consultation with the universities 

(Watts 120). In Nice Work, anxiety and outrage felt by the academics at the 

government’s clamp-down is well captured in the following dialogue between 

Professor Penrose and his daughter Robyn, a young temporary lecturer. 

“There are rumours that one or two universities will be closed 

down completely.” 

“They wouldn’t dare!” Robyn exclaimed.  

“This Government is capable of anything,” said Professor 

Penrose, who was a member of the SDP. “They are 

systematically destroying the finest university system in the 

world. Whatever happened to the spirit of the Robbins Report?” 

(220) 

It is no wonder, then, that a shared characteristic of academic novels in the third 

phase is that they “reflect, or react to, the changes in status and funding for 
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higher education under the Conservative administration” (Moseley 14).5 That is, 

the town/gown conflict emerges as a conspicuous motif in the third phase. Critics 

such as Richard Bradford argue that the period’s sociopolitical pressures weaken 

the craft of contemporary academic novels: “It becomes difficult to seriously 

undermine in fiction the lofty assumptions of academia when the government 

appears to be pursuing a similar and much more frightening policy in actuality” 

(35). Bradford’s review of the academic novels written during Thatcher’s 

leadership is therefore scathing. He says that Cuts (1987) is Malcolm Bradbury’s 

worst novel—Bradbury exonerates the blunders of professors in light of their 

difficulties. Nice Work is a little better—by satirizing both the industrialist and 

the academic, Lodge does not make excuses for the shortcomings of academics. 

But in Nice Work, the satire is again “replaced by a defensive action against a 

hostile environment and in both novels a sad urgency of tone invests itself” (36). 

According to Robbins, the manifestations of the third phase in academic 

novels is not limited to Britain in the 1980s. Rather, the town/gown opposition is 

part of a broader, ongoing trend: “The ‘rationalization’ that began in the UK with 

the Thatcher administration cuts in funding and imposition of corporate-style 

                                            

 
5 Take the example of Frank Parkin’s The Mind and Body Shop (1986). In Parkin’s semi-

dystopian novel, a modern British university prostitutes its body and soul to capitalism. 

Professors are valued for their ability to raise money rather than to research—a philosophy 

professor opens “The Mind and Body Shop” in a red-light district, where customers can buy 

sex and a course on Kant. Business-minded university administrators sell the campus to the 

highest bidder, an Islamic fundamentalist group that turns the university as a mouthpiece of 

the Koran. Dark, absurd, spiked with raucous humor, Parkin’s novel warns its readers what 

may happen when town takes over gown. 
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bottom-line discipline, and was then continued by successor governments was 

part of the larger international movement that has come to be called 

globalization” (261). Some suggest that the irreversible trend of capitalizing 

universities has pushed the genre of the comic academic novel to the brink of 

extinction. “It might be that the clutch of books that appeared in the 70s and 80s 

were to do with the fact that we were about to see a world vanish, maybe they 

were all elegies to an idea of the campus,” Howard Jacobson says (qtd in 

Edemariam 158). Indeed, there is “a familiar perspective, according to which the 

campus novel is at best a limited fictional sub-genre, specializing in ‘slapstick’ 

humour, and the very topicality which explains its (temporary) appeal will 

ultimately mean that it will be forgotten by all but literary historians” (Walsh 

272). In short, comedy works only so far. When reality becomes too grim to 

laugh at, the farce is strained. 

Yet, such criticisms ignore that with changes come new fictional 

possibilities, which Lodge readily explores in Nice Work. He experiments with 

the boundaries of the genre in a two-fold manner. Firstly, he bridges two 

completely different time periods together, the mid-nineteenth century and the 

1980s. As already mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis, Lodge builds into 

Nice Work a fertile intertextuality between Condition-of-England novels and his 

own novel. The two types of texts inform and shape each other, creating valuable 

discussions regarding the tensions of town/gown. Secondly, Lodge ventures out 

of the campus to include the world of business. Nice Work is his first campus 

novel to treat a non-academic character with the same importance as an academic 
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character. A local factory manager and a local university lecturer spend time in 

each other’s workplaces, and they decry the narrowmindedness of the other, they 

ironically emerge with a more cognizant understanding of the spheres of 

commerce and higher education. In the process of these two experiments, Lodge 

foregrounds an intensely dialogic interaction among various entities—entire 

bodies of discourse, the words of narrator and the characters, and words among 

characters. The rest of this section will be devoted to examining how Lodge 

channels the town/gown opposition via bringing into dialogical contact the 

disparate periods of the Victorian era and the 1980s. This section will provide 

fodder for a more detailed investigation of language in Chapters III and IV. In 

these later chapters, I will investigate the use of double-voicing among the 

narrator and the characters. 

As Lodge sees it, the concept of work, or the divergent interpretations of 

what entails work, lies at the heart of the tension between town and gown. In his 

introduction to the campus trilogy, Lodge observes that the concept of work has 

been put “in a new light” under the pressures of Thatcherite free-market 

economics: 

The shakeout of uncompetitive British businesses created 

widespread unemployment, not least in the West Midlands, 

where Birmingham is situated, and university students could no 

longer count on getting jobs when they graduated. Our brightest 

ones, I observed, were not staying on to do research, since the 

prospects of an academic career were bleak, and many of them 
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were going into financial services, which were booming. Fewer 

people were at work than before, but they were required to work 

harder than ever before. University teachers, at least in the 

humanities, had never seen their work as having any connection 

with commerce, but as a vocation, essential to their own self-

fulfillment. They were unhappy with the new enterprise ethos, 

but ill-equipped to resist it. (xv)  

The application of “enterprise ethos” onto all sectors has changed the meaning of 

work for previously non-commercial sectors such as the arts and the humanities, 

creating a distinct tension between town and gown. However, as Lodge points out, 

this is not a completely new tension. Robyn Penrose’s lecture in Chapter three 

plays a pivotal role in the novel because it makes clear the idea that the 

Condition-of-England novels “were responses to a period of great social and 

political tension, not unlike Britain in the 1980s” (“Introduction” xvii). Indeed, 

the industrial cities described in Shirley, Hard Times, Sybil, and North and South 

are managed by an “economics of laissez-faire” (45), which is strangely similar 

to Lodge’s description of Thatcherite economics. Interestingly, Robyn seems 

unaware of the parallels that exist between the Victorian age and her own. In 

quick brushstrokes, she introduces the novelists’ backlash at the laissez-faire 

capitalism that pervaded Britain in the early nineteenth century. In Hard Times, 

“the circus—a community of spontaneity, generosity and creative imagination” 

questions the principles of Thomas Gradgrind, who pursues hard facts and profit 

(48). In North and South, Margaret Hale challenges John Thornton, a millowner 
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who “believes fanatically in the laws of supply and demand” (49) and ignores the 

plight of his poorly paid workers. 

Nice Work channels this historical tension in a modern context. For 

instance, Lodge opens his novels with epigraphs excerpted from Victorian 

industrial novels to foreshadow that antipodal entities will be the subject of the 

novel. One of the epigraphs is from Benjamin Disraeli’s Sybil: or, the Two 

Nations (1845). It is interesting how Lodge reworks the original text into a 

riddle: 

“Two nations; between whom there is no intercourse and no 

sympathy; who are as ignorant of each other’s habits, thoughts 

and feelings, as if they were dwellers in different zones, or 

inhabitants of different planets; who are formed by a different 

breeding, and fed by different food, and ordered by different 

manners…”  

“You speak of—” said Egremont hesitatingly.  

BENJAMIN DISRAELI: Sybil; or, the Two Nations. (1) 

In the original novel, the answer to Egremont’s hesitant utterance is “the rich and 

the poor.” However, Lodge deliberately chooses to break off the dialogue in the 

middle. Now it is unclear what the “two nations” refers to. Two possible answers 

co-exist in this epigraph. That is, the “two nations” can refer to Disraeli’s 

denotation, “the rich and the poor,” but it can also refer to new denotations that 

Lodge gives in Nice Work. Lodge’s version of the two nations may refer to 
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multiple opposites: industry vs. the academia; traditional industries vs. new 

business sectors, white British vs. immigrants, and so on. 

Of course, one of the most prominent dichotomies is the industry and the 

academia, whose stark differences are epitomized by the conflict between the 

novel’s protagonists. On the one end we have Victor Wilcox, a utilitarian factory 

manager. He hates impracticality and inefficiency, and because he mostly sees 

universities as a waste of taxes, he glowers at a picket strike led by the university 

faculty. Little does he know that one of the strikers is Robyn Penrose, his foil, a 

temporary English lecturer who specializes in the Victorian industrial novel. In 

her lectures, she categorically reviles against the oppressive forces of industrial 

capitalism without considering the real-life application of her views. Early in the 

novel, she too passes his house without a glance, “for she does not know him 

from Adam” (32). 

To describe the composition of Nice Work, the novel is composed of six 

major Parts. Each Part is divided into several chapters. In Part I, Lodge describes 

a morning from the protagonists’ lives. Lodge zigzags between their respective 

worlds, placing the two into parallel narratives that juxtapose each other. The 

binary structure effectively juxtaposes the two characters’ lifestyles and 

ideologies. Vic reads the Daily Mail while Robyn scans the Guardian; Vic 

chooses his tie as Robyn selects a brooch advocating nuclear disarmament; Vic 

gets on his Jaguar while Robyn struggles to start her old Renault; Vic calls for his 
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factory to rationalize while Robyn destructs the problematic ideologies latent in 

Condition-of-England novels. Both protagonists are solidly enwrapped in the 

bubble of his or her community—Vic in the world of commerce and Robyn in the 

world of academia—disinterested in the other world which they are not a part of. 

By the end of Part I, Vic and Robyn learn that they need to participate in a 

government program called the Shadow Scheme, in which one party shadows the 

other at his or her workplace. In Part II, Vic and Robyn meet for the first time. 

They clash. The rest of the novel records the head-on collisions but also the 

gradual learning curve between the protagonists.  

Lodge makes it clear that Vic and Robyn are modern updates of characters 

inside Victorian industrial novels. That is, Vic is a resurrection of Thomas 

Gradgrind and John Thornton, while Robyn is a revival of Sissy Jupe and 

Margaret Hale.6 For instance, there is a cinematic scene transition in Chapter 

three where Vic overlaps with Gradgrind. He is at a senior business meeting, 

arguing that the company change its business model and simplify its product 

range. “If it’s profitable,” Vic says, “Pringle’s will make it.” The scene then cuts 

into the middle of Robyn’s lecture: “Mr. Gradgrind in Hard Times embodies the 

spirit of industrial capitalism as Dickens saw it” (47). In Part II, Robyn protests 

the “mindless, repetitive work” at the Pringles factory and the management’s 

                                            

 
6 In Hard Times, Sissy Jupe is a daughter of a circus performer who is unaffected by 

Gradgrind’s soul-destroying philosophy.  
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decision to lay off Danny Ram, an immigrant foundry worker. “[I]t’s a moral 

issue” (98), Robyn hotly tells Vic, echoing Margaret’s fiery argument with 

Thornton about the treatment of his workers.  

However, during the novel Nice Work’s protagonists find that they share 

common concerns. As a temporary lecturer in a bad job market, Robyn is 

constantly pressured to justify the value of her work to the world. But the need 

for legitimization is felt in Britain’s traditional industries too, not just in the 

academia. British factories need to compete against Asian companies if they 

want to stay afloat. The pressure to cut prices thrusts complex dilemmas for the 

British company, which cannot easily be solved by either of the principles 

advocated by town and gown. For instance, should the company buy new 

machinery that will help the factory survive, even though the decision will make 

workers redundant? Vic and Robyn struggle to come up with a satisfactory 

answer. Thus, Lodge goes further than simply depicting a clash between the 

corporate world and the academic world in Britain. Both British companies and 

universities are vulnerable. Both worlds are plagued with fiscal and humanistic 

concerns, pressured under the wider forces of globalization, rationalization, and 

free-market competition. This is an anxiety deeply embedded in Britain, 

stretching back for at least two centuries. Nice Work parodies and reenacts the 

discourse of Condition-of-England novels, and this literary tradition reverberates 

inside Lodge’s modern narrative. For instance, every chapter begins with an 
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excerpt from an industrial Victorian novel, whose influences and allusions creep 

into the chapters in surprising permutations. As aforementioned, the protagonists 

are modern updates of the philistine capitalist and the cultured humanist.  

What Lodge seems to have realized is that the marginalization of higher 

education cannot be understood in isolation. Thus, in Nice Work, the worlds of 

town and gown come into a dialogical contact, as the Victorian and modern texts 

engage in a conversation with another. During this process, the disparate voices 

challenge each other, expose the other’s faulty beliefs, and engage in an internal 

polemic due to the pressure of the other. The play among discourses is enrichened 

and complicated by the dialogical interactions among the narrator and the 

characters, which is the subject of my investigation in Chapter III and IV. What 

emerges is a more holistic portrayal of the two worlds of the industry and higher 

education, without subjugating one value system to the other.  
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CHAPTER III 

 

Stylization and Parodic Stylization 
 

 

As I explained in my Introduction, Bakhtin emphasized different aspects 

of dialogism in two of his seminal works, the final chapter of Problems of 

Dostoevsky’s Poetics and his later essay “Discourse in the Novel.” To begin with, 

the last chapter of the Dostoevsky book schematizes discourse into three major 

types and examines how Dostoevsky foregrounds the third type of discourse, 

double-voicing in his works. By using various kinds of double-voicing, such as 

stylization, parody, and the hidden polemic, Dostoevsky creates a dialogic sense 

of truth. Next, “Discourse in the Novel” omits the question of polyphony and 

focuses on how novelists double-voice heteroglossia in their works. Double-

voicing is important again, since it allows novelists to convey authorial 

intentions while preserving the intentions of the heteroglossia incorporated in the 

novel. During this process arises a ceaseless shift in the novelist’s distance with 

language: in one clause the novelist may merge with the alien language it has 

incorporated, in the next clause the novelist may vehemently rally against the 

hypocrisies embedded in the alien language. In the end, the novelist’s intentions 

“are refracted, and refracted at different angles,” and the artistic orchestration of 

heterogenous languages constitute the organic whole of the novel (300). 

Especially interesting is Bakhtin’s examination of stylization and parodic 
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stylization in English comic novels.  

In this chapter of my thesis, I will draw from the double-voicing 

emphasized in “Discourse in the Novel” in order to examine how Lodge 

calibrates his distance with the various voices associated with town and gown. In 

particular, Nice Work foregrounds stylization and parodic stylization to evaluate 

the belief systems of Victor Wilcox and Robyn Penrose as well as the 

communities that these protagonists belong to, namely, the industry and the 

academia. To provide a brief explanation of the key terms used here, stylization 

and parodic stylization are both types of double-voicing. First, stylization occurs 

when a writer artistically renders an existing style of written or spoken speech 

whose intentions coincide with the purpose of the writing task. For instance, “a 

critic revives a style inherited from a previous generation he admires, or a writer 

adopts a style marked as belonging to a particular school because he has 

concluded that he agrees with that school” (Morson and Emerson 150).7 Parodic 

stylization, on the other hand, occurs when the writer artistically renders a style 

that the writer disagrees with. Bakhtin notes that parodic stylization is often used 

in comic novel to expose the limitations of the represented language and its 
                                            

 
7 At first glance, it might be difficult to understand why stylization, in which the intentions 

of the author and the other are the same, is categorized by Bakhtin as double-voicing. 

Morson and Emerson explains that this is because “agreement, no less than disagreement, is 

a dialogic relation. There is a radical and qualitative difference between, on the one hand, 

one speaker being consistent with himself, and on the other, two speakers who happen to 

agree, each from his own perspective” (151). Consequently, in the case of stylization, there 

is a small but perceptible distance between the representing discourse and the represented 

discourse. However, Bakhtin says that over time, the stylizer may become so enthralled with 

the other’s discourse that the two discourses merge completely into a single voice, resulting 

in imitation rather than stylization. Imitation is not dialogic; we only hear a single voice, a 

single consciousness (Problems 190). 
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belief systems (“Discourse” 311-12).8  

To begin with, Lodge parodically stylizes different modes of narration to 

introduce his two protagonists. The distancing of the narrator changes 

considerably as the authorial discourse moves from describing Vic to Robyn. Let 

us first look at how Lodge introduces Vic to the reader. Lodge heads the first 

chapter of Part I with a rather playful epigraph, excerpted from Charlotte 

Bronte’s Shirley (1849): 

If you think. . . that anything like a romance is preparing for 

you, reader, you were never more mistaken. . . . Calm your 

expectations, reduce them to a lowly standard. Something 

real, cool, and solid lies before you; something unromantic 

as Monday morning, when all who have work wake with the 

consciousness that they must rise and betake themselves 

thereto. (2) 

On the next page, as if on cue, the first chapter of the novel literally describes Vic 

lying in bed on an “unromantic” Monday morning, dogged by the consciousness 

that he needs to rise soon and go to work:  

Monday January 13th, 1986. Victor Wilcox lies awake, in the 

dark bedroom, waiting for his quartz alarm to bleep. It is set 

to do this at 6:45. How long he has to wait he doesn’t know. 

                                            

 
8  Bakhtin eloquently describes the effect of parodic stylization as follows: “The 

incorporated languages and socio-ideological belief systems, while of course utilized to 

refract the author’s intentions, are unmasked and destroyed as something false, hypocritical, 

greedy, limited, narrowly rationalistic, inadequate to reality” (311-12). 
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He could easily find out by groping for the clock, lifting it to 

his line of vision, and pressing the button that illuminates the 

digital display. But he would rather not know. (3) 

The narrator continues to relay the rest of Vic’s morning in a chronological and 

expressively realistic manner, smoothly slipping back and forth between direct 

authorial discourse and free indirect discourse. This is a penchant style of 

Victorian novels which Lodge subtly parodies in his introduction of Vic. I say 

“subtly” here because it is not very clear yet that Lodge is parodically stylizing 

the language of Victorian novels. The parody becomes more evident in the next 

chapter, when Lodge abruptly departs from the realistic mode of narration.  

In the second chapter of Part I, the narrator now turns to describe the 

Monday morning of Robyn Penrose. Like Vic Wilcox, she too rises from bed on 

the same Monday morning, gets herself ready, and drives to work. However, the 

chapter opens as follows, and from the very first two sentences of the chapter, 

the violation of the realistic code is obvious to the reader (I have numbered the 

sentences for easier reference): 

[1] And there for the time being, let us leave Vic Wilcox, 

while we travel back an hour or two in time, a few miles in 

space, to meet a very different character. [2] A character who, 

rather awkwardly for me, doesn’t believe in the concept of 

character. [3] That is to say (a favourite phrase of her own), 

Robyn Penrose, Temporary Lecturer in English Literature at 

the University of Rummidge, holds that “character” is a 
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bourgeois myth, an illusion created to reinforce the ideology 

of capitalism. (21) 

Several components disconcert the reader in this short excerpt. For one thing, the 

narrator directly reaches out to the reader (“let us”, “we travel”), which he or she 

had not done in the previous chapter. The reader is now complicit in the 

narration, as the narrator suspends the narrative time for Vic (“And there for the 

time being, let us leave Vic Wilcox”), and then creates a second narrative 

sequence to backtrack time (“while we travel back an hour or two in time”). 

This threatens the illusion that the book represents, more or less, the real world. 

The rest of this first sentence, as well as the next sentence, is even more 

disturbing. Lodge says two simple but jarring words: “character” (as in a 

character in a book) and then “me” (as in the author-narrator who wrote this 

book). Suddenly, the device is bared. The novel no longer pretends that it 

represents reality as it is; it is a work of fiction. The reader is jerked out of the 

classic realist text and thrown into a postmodern one.  

The result is double-voicing of voices that fight for dominance inside the 

authorial discourse. Lodge parodically stylizes the language of metafiction, 

which conflicts with Robyn’s voice. In the process, we can also hear wisps of 

other social languages. The transition from the second sentence to the third 

sentence from the above passage is a good example. The second sentence states 

a funny paradox. The next character that Lodge will introduce after Vic does not 

“believe in the concept of character” despite being a character herself. Now the 

reader’s interest is piqued. Who is she? So Lodge continues to develop the 
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statement in the third sentence, starting off with “That is to say,” but quickly 

interjects a parentheses, prolonging the disclosure of her name for a short 

pause—Robyn Penrose. More interestingly, Lodge heightens the effect of the 

guessing game by violently shifting the gears of narrative discourse. Let us 

examine “That is to say” again. When we read this phrase, it is easy to assume 

that Lodge is continuing the authorial voice from the previous sentences. “That 

is to say” seems like the author’s voice. However, once the reader perceives the 

parentheses, he realizes that “That is to say” is actually Robyn’s and not the 

author’s choice of words. The forced backtracking and cognitive revision of 

who-speaks-what impels the reader to examine the next section of the line with 

more care: “Robyn Penrose, Temporary Lecturer in English Literature at the 

University of Rummidge.” Whose voice speaks here? It is unlikely that Robyn 

would introduce herself that way, and so the voice might be the narrator’s. 

However, the sudden elevation of register from casual to formal when the 

narrator identifies Robyn’s job position suggests that the narrator is mocking 

Robyn. This is especially so because Robyn’s position as a temporary lecturer is, 

in the context of 1980s Britain, financially unstable and socially unremarkable.9 

                                            

 
9 Through Robyn, Nice Work shows that the 1980s Britain is a tough period for young 

academics. The fear of unemployment perpetually gnaws at Robyn’s mind. Even becoming a 

temporary lecturer is difficult; Robyn is unemployed for nearly a year before she manages to 

get a contract for a three-year lectureship at the University of Rummidge, and the dean 

informs her early in the novel that extending the contract seems unlikely in light of the 

university’s financial duress. Furthermore, the people in the commercial sector seem to feel 

little sympathy for the plight of lecturers such as Robyn; Vic Wilcox and Basil Penrose find 

that Robyn’s subject of study, the Victorian industrial novel, has no practical use in the real 

world.  
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In this sense, identifying Robyn’s job title with formal decorum, such as by 

capitalizing even “Temporary Lecturer,” is tinged with parodic intentions. 

Readers may be reminded of the written discourse of documents, such as in 

contracts or job posts, or perhaps they may be reminded of the stylistics of an 

interview, in which the credibility of an interviewee’s utterances is assured by 

identifying the profession or specialty of the interviewee. In either case, the 

rather parodic stylization of the suspect written discourse signals that we may 

need to question the veracity of Robyn’s claims.   

The rest of the passage repeatedly exposes an incongruity between 

Robyn’s self-assurance and the legitimacy of her worldviews. Compared to the 

authorial discourse that introduced Vic, the distance between the narrator’s 

stance and Robyn’s voice is jarring, as in the following sections where the 

narrator switches back and forth between direct authorial discourse and free 

indirect discourse: 

Why the classic novel should have collaborated with the spirit of 

capitalism is perfectly obvious to Robyn. Both are expressions of a secularized 

Protestant ethic. . . . This is true of the novel considered both as commodity and 

as mode of representation. (Thus Robyn in full seminar spate.) That is to say, it 

applies to novelists themselves as well as to their heroes and heroines. The 

novelist is a capitalist of the imagination. . . . (At this point Robyn, with elbows 

tucked into her sides, would spread her hands outwards from the wrist, as if to 

imply that there is no need to say more. But of course she always has much more 

to say.) (21) 
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As Bakhtin describes in “Discourse in the Novel,” parodic stylizations 

expose the limitations of the world view attached to the represented language. 

Consequently, the author’s parodic double-voicing of heteroglossia here puts the 

reader on guard early on in the novel; we perceive the utterances of Robyn with 

caution and suspicion. 

Stylizations help to create a vivid sense of the character, but as with 

parodic stylization, it opens up questions regarding the relationship between the 

evaluative stance of the narrator and the ideologies of the adopted heteroglossia. I 

will examine the stylizations for Vic and Robyn in turn. The first line of Chapter 

one reads as follows: “Monday January 13th, 1986” (3). This line typifies 

Lodge’s use of language—here, free indirect discourse—to thicken the 

description of his characters. The character Lodge fleshes out in this chapter is 

Vic. As the rest of the chapter soon evinces, Vic is a typical Thatcherite 

businessman who sees the world as a matrix of profit and cost, in which profit-

maximization and cost-reduction are the best virtues that can be achieved. 

Accordingly, the first line exorcises superfluous detail and sentimental color, 

whittling the sentence down to its utilitarian essence: Monday January 13th, 1986. 

Vic’s blunt, no-nonsense character continues to surface in the form of choppy, 

fact-grounded sentences as he gets up from bed and prepares to go to work. For 

instance, the third-person narrator notes Vic’s weight and height with exact 

numerical values: “He steps onto the bathroom scales. Ten stone two ounces. 

Quite enough for a man only five feet five and a half inches tall (5).” Not all 

sentences describing Vic, of course, are terse. Some may grow longer to serve an 
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expressive purpose, or to emphasize Vic’s anguished state of mind.10 

In the first section of Part I, Lodge also incorporates a surprising number of 

pastiches to characterize Vic. Most of them are non-literary genres, reflecting 

Vic’s non-literary mindset: a company filing of a personal record, newspaper 

clippings, an estate agent’s brochure, and advertisement lingo. A prime example 

is the bathroom scene, which takes place early on in Part I. Stressed out by his 

job and his family, his life slipping out of control, Vic encounters a mid-life crisis 

as he washes his face. “Who am I?” he asks himself in the bathroom mirror.  

He grips the washbasin, leans forward on locked arms. . . . You 

know who you are: It’s all on file at Division. 

Wilcox: Victor Eugene. Date of Birth: 19 Oct. 1940. Place of 

Birth: Easton, Rummidge, England. Education: Endwell Road 

Primary School, Easton; Easton Grammar School for Boys; 

Rummidge College of Advanced Technology. MI Mech. Eng. 

1964. Marital Status: married (to Marjorie Florence Coleman, 

1964). Children: Raymond (b. 1966). . . . . 1980-85, Managing 

Director, Rumcol Castings. Present Position: Managing Director, 

                                            

 
10 An example is the second paragraph, which describes Vic worrying before he gets up 

from bed. Shouldering the responsibility to turn around a floundering factory, Vic suffers 

from insomnia. The narrator aurally renders the list of worries that bombards Vic’s restless 

mind: “the Avco account, the Rawlinson account, the price of pig-iron, the value of the 

pound, the competition from Foundrax, the incompetence of his Marketing Director, the 

persistent breakdowns of the core blowers, the vandalizing of the toilets in the fettling shop, 

the pressure from his divisional boss, last months’ accounts, the quarterly forecast, the 

annual review. . . .” (3). Here, Lodge surreptitiously builds a rhythmical beat that hammers 

into the reader’s mind, underlining the pressure compounding within Vic (Avco account, 
Rawlinson account; price, pig, pound; competition, incompetence). 
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J. Pringle & Sons Casting & General Engineering.  

That’s who I am. (6) 

Lodge sneaks a non-literary text into the narration in order to accentuate Vic’s 

business-mindedness. Lodge layers multiple voices in the process. The extract 

begins with the authorial voice (“He grips. . . .”), which switches to Vic’s internal 

voice in the next sentence (“You know who you are. . . .”). It seems that Vic 

continues the internal monologue throughout the second paragraph (“Wilcox: 

Victor Eugene. . . .”). According to the file, he is Victor Eugene Wilcox, born and 

educated in Rummidge, married to Marjorie, the father of three children, and 

currently the Managing Director at Pringle & Sons Casting & General 

Engineering. “That’s who I am,” Vic then says. By wrapping up his train of 

thought with the pronoun “that,” Vic concludes his monologue, as if the second 

paragraph was relayed by his internal voice as well. But how likely is it for Vic to 

have memorized his personal record word for word? Or to recite to himself the 

entire record in front of the mirror as he experiences an identity crisis? It is 

evident that the second paragraph does not report Vic’s thoughts in free-indirect 

discourse. But the paragraph does not speak in the authorial voice either. The 

style is too cliché, too recognizable as a distinct genre to be Lodge’s own creative 

voice. Then whose voice is it?  

It becomes clear at this point that Lodge employs stylization rather than 

free indirect discourse when the authorial discourse narrates Vic’s profile. The 

text evidently stylizes the language of business writing. “Wilcox: Victor Eugene” 

could have easily come from a real filing for a real company. The record draws 
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our attention to what is being unsaid in the text. After all, it seems very unusual 

for Vic to attempt to engage in a psychological examination of his inner self. 

Why is he asking himself this? Why is he troubled? We do not explicitly know, 

because by substituting a company record for honest emotions, the narrator 

avoids giving the reader a proper answer. Lodge reduces Vic’s identity to a list of 

facts, which conveniently alludes to the fact that Vic ignores the cause and nature 

of his emotional crisis. Vic quickly brushes off his doubts and dresses himself for 

work: “Vic grimaces at his own reflection, as if to say: come off it, no identity 

crises, please. Somebody has to earn a living in this family” (6). His avoidance 

reveals that what Vic subconsciously craves for is, ironically, human connection.  

In Chapter one, Lodge reveals the downside of Vic’s extreme 

utilitarianism—it alienates him from other people. As a result, Vic’s only pleasure 

of the day is his drive to work. It transports him from his daily anxieties—he 

feels in “total control” (13) in the Jaguar and the jazzy love songs he listens to 

“soothe his nerves” (14). On a subconscious level, however, the drive belies his 

need for human intimacy. His colleagues dislike him, his children disrespect him, 

and his marriage is sexless and loveless. The slump in Vic’s marital relationship 

is particularly significant. As the latter part of the novel reveals, Vic holds 

idealistic notions about romantic love, but he sees little chance of its fulfillment 

in his marriage. His wife Marjorie is too shallow, too foolish in his opinion. 

Privately encapsulating himself in an acoustic throb of female singers who moan 

and whisper of love is Vic’s own way of compensating for the lack of love in his 

life. Despite his refusal to confront his feelings, the truth is that Vic can be as 
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emotional as any other character in the novel. The clipped and rigid language of 

his personal record, as a result, reflects Vic’s stubborn insistence to stifle his 

psychological needs and perceive the world in a rational manner, even at a time 

of an emotional crisis.   

After Lodge describes Vic getting ready to work on a Monday morning, he 

swerves to Robyn with Chapter two. In contrast with Vic’s chapter, the narration 

that describes Robyn is often much more mellifluous and sentimental. For 

instance, the narrator does not open her Monday morning by announcing the date, 

January 13th, 1986. Instead, the sentence reads fluidly: “Robyn rises somewhat 

later than Vic this dark January Monday” (22). Note how the line is longer, much 

more empathetic (“dark January”), and temporally ambiguous (“somewhat later”), 

as if to reflect her capacity for feelings. A similar parallel occurs with stylization 

as well. Whereas Lodge uses the dry prose of a company filing to convey Vic’s 

history, he does not do so for Robyn: 

She was born, and christened Roberta Anne Penrose, in 

Melbourne, Australia, nearly thirty-three years ago, but left that 

country at the age of five to accompany her parents to England. 

Her father, then a young academic historian, had a scholarship to 

pursue post-doctoral research into nineteenth century European 

diplomacy at Oxford. . . . Robyn had a comfortable childhood, 

growing up in a pleasant, unostentatious house with a view of the 

sea. (23) 

With a wink and a grin, Lodge stylizes the literary conventions of biographies, 
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especially with the jaded style of the first line that identifies Robyn’s Christian 

name, place of birth, and the country she spent her formative years. The language 

stands in stark contrast with the string of factual information Lodge had stylized 

for Vic; the rest of the paragraph allows expressive modifiers to embellish the 

noun phrases (“comfortable childhood,” “pleasant, ostentatious house”) and add 

visual detail (“house with a view of the sea”). This kind of narration continues for 

at least another ten pages, detailing Robyn’s personal history in chronological 

order: her undergraduate years, her relationship with Charles, the whirlwind of 

theory during her doctorate studies, and a plummet in the academic job market 

with Thatcher’s university cuts.  

     By sourcing from different languages of heteroglossia, Lodge sources the 

meanings and tones already carried by these languages. To an extent, the 

discrepant stylizations help formulate an embryonic montage of the two 

characters as polar individuals: Vic as the hardened industrial-capitalist and 

Robyn as a compassionate intellectual. Even when Lodge stylizes the same genre, 

the different manifestations of the stylizations accentuate the dissemblance of the 

protagonists. Take for instance how Lodge describes Vic and Robyn reading the 

newspaper. When Vic reads the Sunday Times and the Daily Mail, the narrator 

transcribes extracts from the paper word-for-word; Vic’s reaction to the article is 

displayed in a separate paragraph. The literal reproduction of the newspaper 

articles suggests Vic’s literal-minded vision; indeed, Robyn later in the novel 

explains to her boyfriend Charles that Vic perceives the world ad litterim, thus 

blinding him to see the larger implication of the factory’s working conditions—
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alienation and dehumanization.11  Here is one example of Vic’s newspaper 

reading experience:   

The floor and furniture are littered with the carcasses of the 

Mail on Sunday and the Sunday Times. He picks up the 

Business Section of the Times and takes it to the kitchen. While 

the kettle is boiling he scans the front page. A headline catches 

his eye: “LAWSON COUNTS THE COST AS TAX HOPES 

FADE.” 

Nigel Lawson, the Chancellor, is this weekend closeted with his 

Treasury team assessing the danger to his economic strategy 

from last week’s rise in interest rates, and the sharp rise in 

unemployment.  

So what else is new?  

The kettle boils. Vic makes a pot of strong tea, puts two slices 

of white bread in the toaster. . . . (7) 

The switch from free indirect discourse to journalistic stylization and back again 

to free indirect discourse is jarring, made more prominent by the paragraph 

breaks and the font differences. The headlines are relayed in capitalizations and 

the body of the article in italics, creating a visual cutoff from Vic’s internal 

                                            

 
11 To use Robyn’s words, Vic and the other factory men see the world “metonymically” 

rather than “metaphorically”: “You could represent the factory realistically by a set of 

metonymies—dirt, noise, heat and so on. But you can only grasp the meaning of the factory 

by metaphor. The place is like hell. The trouble with Wilcox is that he can’t see that. He has 

no metaphoric vision” (123). Of course, Robyn’s diagnosis of Vic’s world views here is 

extremely narrow-minded, not to mention pejorative. 
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monologue (“So what else is new?”) that comes after the article transcript. This 

transcription-reaction sequence is relayed three more times in this chapter.  

Lodge also stylizes newspaper prose when Robyn reads the Guardian, but 

when compared with Vic’s passage, we can see that this is kept to a minimum.  

Robyn scans the front-page headline of the Guardian, 

“LAWSON DRAWN INTO FRAY OVER WESTLAND,” but 

does not linger over the text beneath. . . . She turns at once to the 

Women’s page. . . . A column entitled “Bulletin” informs her 

that Marilyn French will be discussing her new book, Beyond 

Power: Women, Men and Morals, at a public meeting to be held 

later in the week in London, and it crosses Robyn’s mind, not 

for the first time, that it is a pity she lives so far from the 

metropolis where such exciting events are always happening. 

This thought reminds her of why she is living in Rummidge, 

namely her job, and makes her guiltily aware that time is 

passing. (27) 

From this section, the most blatant stylization of journalistic prose occurs in the 

front-page headline, “LAWSON DRAWN INTO FRAY OVER WESTLAND.” 

Similar to Vic’s passage, this line omits articles and be-verbs, reproducing the 

stylistic conventions of a newspaper headline. The title also capitalizes every 

letter, demarcating it from the rest of the paragraph. In this sense, the overt 

stylization of the Lawson headline serves to draw the reader’s attention to the 

surface symmetry of Vic and Robyn’s reading—we need to remember that the 
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first headline that Vic read was also about Lawson. However, this is where such 

explicit stylization ends. The rest of the paragraph is relayed in a more fluid 

manner. Although journalistic stylization does surface again when Robyn reads 

the column about Marilyn French (“Marilyn French will be discussing her new 

book, Beyond Power. . . .”), the information seamlessly integrates into free 

indirect discourse: “and it crosses Robyn’s mind, not for the first time, that it is a 

pity she lives so far from the metropolis where such exciting events are always 

happening.”  

On one level, the stylizations here—the merging of the author’s voice with 

the incorporated heteroglossia—may seem to underscore the rigid schism 

between the “two nations.” Vic is the industrial capitalist hardened to care little 

about human emotions; Robyn is a moral Marxist-feminist who reviles against 

the oppressive forces of by businessmen like Vic. However, even within the 

stylizations arises gaps of interpretation that signal to the reader that there is more 

to the characters than meets the eye. Furthermore, a constant recalibration of 

distance, and the intermittent shadowing of parodic overtones, make more 

complex a definitive evaluation of the protagonists. For instance, at several points 

in the novel, Robyn experiences a sudden emotional discharge when she has 

witnessed scenes of brutal dehumanization. The authorial discourse stylizes the 

language of sentimental novels, exaggerating the misplacement of Robyn’s 

feelings of moral indignation. For instance, she feels “[w]aves of compassion” 

when her student Marion Russell vaguely tells her that she has taken a modelling 

job for underwear; Robyn cannot bear the vivid image of the fashion industry 
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exploiting young women, regardless of the fact that Marion seems utterly fine 

with her new job (41). She encounters a similar mix of sympathy and outrage 

when she sees men working at the foundry: 

It was the most terrible place she had ever been. . . . That 

[the worker] was black seemed the final indignity: her heart 

swelled with the recognition of the spectacle’s powerful 

symbolism. He was the noble savage, the Negro in chains, 

the archetype of exploited humanity, quintessential victim 

of the capitalist-imperialist-industrialist system. It was as 

much as she could do to restrain herself from rushing 

forward to grasp his hand in a gesture of sympathy and 

solidarity. (90) 

This passage predominantly stages two kinds of stylizations: the stylization of 

sentimental language (“her heart swelled,” “rushing forward to grasp his hand in 

gesture of sympathy”) as well as the stylization of literary tropes that Robyn 

probably uses daily in her academic work (“the novel savage,” “the Negro in 

chains,” “the quintessential victim of the capitalist-imperialist-industrialist 

system”). The original semantic intentions of these languages coincide with the 

intentions of Robyn—the heteroglossia describes the black worker in an 

empathetic light. The superficial task of the narrator coincides with those of the 

heteroglossia and of Robyn—the narrator too portrays the worker sympathetically. 

However, in the process of refracting his intentions, the narrator accentuates, 

exaggerates, and distorts Robyn’s compassionate depiction of the black worker, 
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to the point that we feel that the narrator is exposing the limitations of Robyn’s 

ideologies. The irony here is that Robyn’s interpretations of Marion and the black 

worker as systematically oppressed individuals are also subjugating. She 

objectifies real figures as if they were objects of literary analysis, and this failure 

to distinguish real life and theory is Robyn’s biggest problem. It also suggests 

that this is a problem of the academic community as well. In summary, Lodge’s 

foregrounding of stylization and parodic stylization of heteroglossia nudges the 

readers to inspect the value systems of the protagonists, as well as the 

communities of town and gown that they are a part of.  
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 CHAPTER IV 

 

The Collision of Dialogue 

 

 
In the previous chapter, I limited most of my discussions of Nice Work to 

Part I, in which Vic and Robyn are yet oblivious of the other’s world, living 

cloistered in their respective bubbles. Because Lodge relays most of Part I via 

authorial discourse, my analysis invariably dealt with the double-voicing of 

heteroglossia in the authorial discourse. As aforementioned, Lodge’s artistic 

organization of stylized and parodically stylized languages enabled the narrator to 

pore over the belief systems of the incorporated languages without stripping away 

their original semantic intentions. The resulting feeling was that Lodge keeps alive 

the multifaceted voices of Robyn and Vic while still revealing the possible gaps in 

their ideologies.  

Part II, however, marks a shift in the novel. The Shadow Scheme initiates, 

and Vic and Robyn meet each other for the first time. But as they argue and clash, 

their utterances change—the mono-voiced language that each character speaks is 

increasingly tinged by a second consciousness, a second voice. It is the voice of the 

opposite party, of the alternative ideology. Conversations embody the maturation 

of the characters and it is the driving action of the novel: in conversations the 

protagonists gain a brighter spark of awareness of themselves. Thus, in this chapter 

I intend to focus on the double-voicing of dialogue among characters, rather than 
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the double-voicing in the authorial discourse. My discussion in this chapter is 

divided mainly into two parts. First, I apply Bakhtin’s analysis of dialogue in 

Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics to Nice Work. My aim is to explain how the 

inklings of the protagonists’ problematic beliefs, which Lodge revealed in Part I, 

manifests in the form of external dialogue. Next, I trace the trajectory of the 

protagonists’ utterances; their words become increasingly influenced by another 

consciousness.12  

Although Bakhtin discusses extensively about dialogism in authorial 

discourse, he does also analyze instances of dialogue proper, that is, the quoted 

speech of characters. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin explains that a 

“character’s self-consciousness. . . is thoroughly dialogized” in the dialogue in 

Dostoevsky’s works (252). Dostoevsky’s dialogues always revolve around the 

opposition of two people: the “I” against the “other.” Usually, the internal voices of 

“I” are secretly divided, such and when “I” am in self-doubt or in internal strife, 

and these divided voices may be turned outwards and realized in the form of 

external dialogue of another character. Bakhtin describes the structure of 

Dostoevsky’s dialogue as thus: 

Two characters are always introduced by Dostoevsky in such a 

                                            

 
12 There is a caveat to my approach in this chapter. Although I draw extensively from Problems 
of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, which works on the premise that Dostoevsky’s way of using double-

voicing achieves polyphony, it is difficult to say that Lodge’s Nice Work is a truly polyphonous 

work. This is partly because Nice Work is a comic novel in which much of the humor arises from 

the narrator knowing the characters’ future mistakes in advance. As a result, the narrator does not 

stand on a completely equal footing with the characters, which is an essential condition for 

polyphony. As a result, the double-voicing that I discuss here has a different quality from that 

discussed by Bakhtin.  
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way that each of them is intimately linked with the internal 

voice of the other, although a direct personification of this 

voice never again appears. . . In this dialogue, therefore, the 

rejoinders of the one touch and even partially coincide with the 

rejoinders of the other’s interior dialogue. A deep essential 

bond or partial coincidence between the borrowed words of 

one hero and the internal and secret discourse of another hero 

is the indispensable element in all Dostoevsky’s crucial 

dialogues; the major dialogues are structured directly on this 

principle. (254-55) 

A similar pattern of dialogue can be found in Nice Work. At several points in the 

novel, the internally divided voices of Vic and Robyn burst out in the form of 

another character’s external dialogue. Some aspects of Vic and Robyn’s internally 

divided voices were hinted at in the previous chapter of my thesis. Fissures in a 

character’s internal voice are easily found at points where the ideologies of the 

character are questionable—these locations are ripe for self-doubt and inner 

conflict. As for Vic, his aggressive pursuit for facts, profit, and results were 

accompanied by a hidden desire for something more, something more human. As 

for Robyn, categorical belief in the evils of industrial capitalism belied the 

possibility that her moral righteousness was more problematic than she would have 

liked to admit.  

     Vic’s internal voice, as I have noted, is divided between a voice that 

demands the pursuit of utilitarian principles and a voice that secretly desires the 
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fulfillment of his own emotions. Consequently, according to which voice 

dominates, Vic’s surface speech patterns undergo an alteration. When the first 

voice predominates, Vic’s dialogue is fact-based, and when the second voice 

predominates, Vic begins to adopt other discourses into his speech, such as the 

words of Robyn, literary terminology, and the discourse of love (this is a trajectory 

that I will examine further in the latter half of this chapter). Furthermore, at times 

the utterances of characters will touch the internal rejoinders of Vic’s hidden voice. 

The repetition of such instances of dialogue impels Vic to recognize, in gradual 

degrees, his veiled inner voice. Take the following exchange between Vic and 

Robyn, which occurs on the first day of the Shadow Scheme: 

“Won’t pay the rent, though, will they—ideas, feelings?” 

“Is money the only criterion?” 

“I don’t know a better one.” 

“What about happiness?” 

“Happiness?” Wilcox looked startled, caught off balance for 

the first time.  

“Yes, I don’t earn much money, but I’m happy in my job. Or 

I would be, if I were sure of keeping it.” (76) 

In the beginning of the conversation, Vic’s first voice predominates, and it 

consistently advocates the value of materialism. His tone is self-assured, self-

grounded, and noticeably disparaging of Robyn’s notion of ideas and feelings 

(“Won’t pay the rent, though, will they—ideas, feelings?” and “I don’t know a 

better one”). However, when Robyn asks, “What about happiness?” the word 
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“happiness” penetrates Vic’s internally divided self, causing Vic to hesitate for the 

first time. His startled reply, “Happiness?” is not spoken by Vic’s first voice. It is 

uttered by his second voice, compelled by Robyn’s penetrating word to break 

through the hard shell of the first voice. Happiness is what Vic’s second voice had 

secretly desired in Part I, although this desire was never given an explicit name. 

Indeed, the stylizations of factual and literal written discourse in Part I, such as 

when Vic encountered an emotional crisis in his bathroom, or when Vic read the 

newspaper, prevented him from using a language with which to express his hidden 

desires for an alternative to materialist profit-seeking, for something more human 

such as ideas and feelings, for the ultimate pursuit of happiness.  

As for Robyn, the first voice tells her that her beliefs are undoubtedly correct. 

Some of her beliefs are the following: industrial capitalism is a soul-destroying 

system, patriarchal capitalism oppresses individual women, the government’s 

budget cuts are bad, and so on. The second voice, which is hidden, questions the 

legitimacy of the ideas espoused by her first voice. Similar to Vic, the surface 

pattern of Robyn’s utterances undergoes an alteration according to which voice 

dominates. When the first voice predominates, Robyn’s dialogue is extremely 

confident, and when the second voice predominates, her dialogue begins to show a 

much more heightened awareness of other consciousnesses. Her speech becomes 

prone to interruptions and self-hedging in the form of the hidden polemic, which is 

a type of double-voicing (again, this is a trajectory that I will examine further in the 

latter half of this chapter). As with Vic, the recurrence of such instances impels 

Robyn to gradually recognize the second voice. The following dialogue is a prime 
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example. Wilcox here is questioning Robyn’s decision to participate in a strike 

against the government policies regarding higher education.  

“Hang about, said Wilcox. “You were demonstrating in 

support of the other lecturers’ right to a job for life?” 

“Partly,” said Robyn. 

“But if they can’t be shifted, there’ll never be room for you, no 

matter how much better than them you may be at the job.” 

The thought had crossed Robyn’s mind before, but she had 

suppressed it as ignoble. “It’s the principle of the thing,” she 

said. (77) 

This is the first time that Lodge lets the reader know that Robyn entertained qualms 

about the strike. Robyn’s second voice had existed, but it had been buried so deep 

within Robyn that it was hard to perceive, even to the reader. It is Vic’s external 

dialogue that intersects with Robyn’s internal voice, her hidden second voice, and 

exposes it to the world.  

At this point, I will move onto the second development of my discussion of 

Vic and Robyn’s dialogue. As the protagonists fight and argue, the monologic 

language that each character speaks is increasingly tinged by a second 

consciousness, a second voice—the voice of the opposite party. Vic and Robyn 

come to acknowledge, albeit grudgingly at first, each other’s values and 

perspectives. Interestingly, as Lodge makes clear, the narrowing gap of 

understanding between the two characters is not new. We realize that Vic and 

Robyn’s relationship is eerily similar to that of John Thornton and Margaret Hale 
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of North and South, one of the Victorian industrial novels that heavily shapes Nice 

Work. Thus, this section will examine the double-voicing of the represented 

characters—both of Vic and Robyn, as well as Thornton and Hale.  

Despite an ideological difference between town and gown that stretches 

back two hundred years, Nice Work displays hope that the two factions will come 

to a mutual understanding of each other. Language is a medium he uses to evince 

this hope. Slowly, as Robyn adopts a more nuanced view of commerce and Vic a 

more humanistic understanding of business, they unknowingly pick up each 

other’s speech mannerisms and thoughts.  

Near the end of her lecture in Chapter three of Part I, Robyn quotes a very 

interesting passage from Gaskell’s North and South. It is the scene where 

Margaret’s mother chastises Margaret about adopting the language of local 

factory workers. To her mother’s scolding, Margaret replies thus:  

“And if I live in a factory town, I must speak factory language 

when I want it. Why, Mamma, I could astonish you with a great 

many words you never heard in your life. I don’t believe you know 

what a knobstick is.” 

“Not I, child. I only know it has a very vulgar sound; and I don’t 

want to hear you using it.” (50)  

Although Lodge does not explicitly state it in this chapter—the analysis Robyn 

provides is a Marxist-feminist one, the main claim being that Gaskell was 

subconsciously attracted to the male world of industrial capitalism—his choice to 

include this section from North and South points to a truth with language that 
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serves as a guiding post for interpreting Nice Work. Language is inseparable from 

identity. Margaret juxtaposes with Mrs. Hale in her willingness to use local words, 

signifying that she can successfully integrate into Milton’s culture and revise the 

limitations of her own values, even though she is appalled by the philistinism of 

the people of Milton. As Lesa Scholl points out in her essay on North and South, 

Margaret consistently displays a capacity for adaptation, an ability to 

communicate effectively across cultures via her “mobile” use of language (96). 

She contrasts with her mother, who disproves of Margaret’s use of local slang and 

her close friendship with the Higgins. Thus, Margaret manages to adapt to Milton 

and thrive, while Mrs. Hale is literally killed by the move to Milton (Scholl 98). 

In Bakhtinian terms, Margaret easily deploys double-voiced discourse, and, in 

many ways, the extent to which another person’s speech influences Margaret’s 

own becomes a barometer for Margaret’s level of openness to a novel culture.13 

To conclude, North and South embodies a dialogical relationship between its two 

protagonists. The increasing double-voicedness between Thornton and Margaret 

mirrors the level of understanding the two characters build with each other. This 

is the dialogical progression that Lodge consciously builds into Nice Work.   

Nice Work follows the narrative and linguistic trajectory of North and 

South: a meeting between two protagonists, an ideological clash, and a growing 

                                            

 
13 This is shown early in the novel when Margaret returns to her hometown Helstone, after 

spending most of her formative years in London under the care of her aunt. She deeply 

identifies with Helstone, and so she readily takes up its dialect: “She took pride in her forest. 

Its people were her people. She made hearty friends with them; learned and delighted using 

their peculiar words” (21).  
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appreciation for the other party, all of which shape both the characters’ 

worldviews as well as their utterances. After the Shadow Scheme initiates in Part 

II, Robyn and Vic contend with each other verbally. The clash escalates when 

Robyn instigates a walk-out after tipping off a worker about management ill 

practices, and Vic demands that she go back to the firm and retract her statement. 

But a sign of change emerges in Part III. Robyn manages to make Vic see that his 

practice is immoral and agree to provide Danny Ram with remedial training. This 

inkling of change soon emerges in the form of language. While talking with 

Marjorie, Vic unwittingly slips in his version of Robyn’s explanation of the libido. 

“Libido. Freud invented it before he discovered the death instinct” (112), he tells 

Marjorie when she struggles to read it aloud from a book.   

The conversations between Vic and Robyn become increasingly 

intertwined from Part IV as the Shadow Scheme continues to unfold, and their 

utterances become highly aware of each other. When Vic finds out that Foundrax 

has been undercutting prices in order to steal Pringle’s orders for Rawlinson’s, he 

reacts aggressively, saying that he’ll attack them with lower prices. Robyn 

metaphorically scoffs at the idea. The companies are like “[a] lot of little dogs 

squabbling over bones,” she says. “Foundrax has stolen the Rawlinson’s bone 

from you, so while they’re chewing on that you’re going to steal another bone 

from them” (144-45). Vic dismisses her analogy, but changes his mind about 

retaliating against Foundrax when he later talks over the issue with Pringle’s 

Marketing Director, Brian Everthorpe.  

“What are we going to do—go after him?” 



 

- 55 - 

“No,” said Vic. 

“No?” Everthorpe’s bushy eyebrows shot up. 

“We’ll make ourselves look weak, fighting with Foundrax for the 

Rawlinson account. Like little dogs squabbling over a bone. Not 

much meat on the Rawlinson bone, when you work it out. Let 

Norman Cole have it. Let him choke on it.” (147) 

Vic quotes Robyn’s analogy almost word for word as he explains his rationale to 

Everthorpe. Needless to say, Everthorpe is taken aback by Vic’s change in 

attitude and language. “That doesn’t sound like you, Vic,” he replies. Indeed, 

Vic’s management style shifts towards being more humanitarian, more worker-

friendly under Robyn’s prodding: he holds meetings to persuade workers about 

the need for rationalization and takes down the pin-ups at the factory. Robyn 

brings out the best in Vic—he notices that he performs “particularly well” (175) 

when she shadows him.  

But most notably, Robyn brings out Vic’s hidden internal voice—his 

suppressed desire for human connection, for happiness. Having had his career 

mostly predominated by the first internal voice, Vic is alienated from all circles 

of human relationship. At home, he cannot relate with his children, nor his spouse 

Marjorie. At work, his colleagues set up a start-up behind Vic’s back. Regarding 

external social life, Vic “seemed to have no friends any more, only business 

acquaintances, and all social life was an extension of work” (110). In this sense, 

Robyn is a huge change: she is the first person he can “confide his plans and 

hopes for the company, work through his problems and refine the solutions. He 
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couldn’t trust any of his staff with such speculative thoughts, and Marjorie 

wouldn’t have had a clue what he was on about” (175). She quickly fills Vic’s 

emotional vacancies for a good colleague and friend, to the extent that Vic starts 

to wish that Robyn could fill the emotional vacancies he feels with his wife too. 

For one of the biggest problems for Vic is that he can no longer connect with his 

wife. In Part I, he derides Marjorie’s shallow materialism and her inability to 

think deeply. Witnessing the adulterous love-making between his secretary and 

his Marketing Director deeply shakes him, because their enthusiasm underlines 

the core problem with his marriage—the absence of “genuine passion”: 

In spite of the fact that they were an unglamorous pair of lovers, 

Brian Everthorpe fat and balding, and Shirley past her prime. . . . it 

couldn’t be denied that they had been transported by genuine 

passion. It was a passion Vic had not experienced for a very long 

time, and he was doubtful whether Marjorie ever had. Certainly his 

lovemaking had never drawn from Marjorie the cries of pleasure 

that had carried to his ears through a partition wall and across the 

space of two offices. Vic had never imagined that he would envy 

Brian Everthorpe anything, but he did now. . . . It was a kind of 

defeat, and with the bitter taste of it in his mouth, he had no spirit 

to visit retribution on Brian Everthorpe. Vic did not speak to Stuart 

Baxter again about letting Everthorpe go. (162)  

After Vic realizes this, a series of precipitous events gradually break down his 

self-restraint and allow him to unleash his pent-up feelings. Vic and Robyn fly 
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together to Frankfurt to purchase a new core-blower for Pringles, and the 

excitement of being in a foreign place, coupled with a successful deal and two 

bottles of celebratory champagne wash over the pair. The tipping point for Vic 

occurs at the hotel discotheque. Initially, he is extremely self-conscious of his 

stiff, jolting dance movements. “Let yourself go,” Robyn teases, to which Vic 

pitifully replies, “I never let myself go . . . It’s against my nature” (206). Then, 

the disco-jockey turns on Jennifer Rush’s “Power of Love,” Vic’s favorite song of 

late. He magically “lets go.” Vic’s dialogue and behavior transforms entirely as 

they sleep together that night—“I love you” (210), he repeatedly tells Robyn. 

After Frankfurt, he starts reading Jane Eyre, picks up literary terminology, and 

courts Robyn with dogged devotion, despite her adamant refusals to reciprocate 

his ardor.  

During the novel, however, we find that Vic’s free indirect discourse is 

prejudiced against Marjorie. He believes that she is incapable of independent 

thought and so his descriptions of her tend to underscore this image. However, 

there is a poignant moment later in the novel, in which Robyn tells Vic that it is 

“unbelievably patronizing” of him to think that she is satisfied as a housewife 

(168). Again, this is a point where Vic’s narrowmindedness is revealed through 

direct dialogue. Indeed, at the end of the novel, Vic’s infatuation with Robyn 

turns out to be a fleeting affair. After he is fired from the factory, Vic goes home 

to Marjorie to tell him the news. To his surprise, Marjorie receives the news 

calmly, and conducts a family meeting to discuss viable plans for future. This is 

the first time in the novel that the family comes together, to converse earnestly 
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with one another. Marjorie announces that she wishes to work again. The force of 

Marjorie’s utterance takes Vic by surprise, and he sees her anew: “Her eyes were 

bright. She was smiling. And there were dimples in her cheeks” (269).  

Vic, in turn, shapes Robyn’s viewpoints and language. In the beginning of 

the Shadow Scheme, Robyn is certain that her values are right and Vic’s is 

wrong; she eagerly reports to Charles her success with persuading Vic to set up 

some remedial training with Danny Ram. As Lodge writes, she was “pleased with 

the success of her story and the heroic role she had fashioned for herself in it. . . . 

As a piece of action in a Victorian novel she might have judged it harshly as a 

case of one bourgeois supporting another when the chips were down, but she had 

persuaded herself that it was for the greater good of the factory workers” (107). It 

is interesting how despite her spiritual ties with the heroines of Victorian 

industrial novels, Robyn dismisses its writers. As aforementioned, Robyn delivers 

a lecture on Condition of England novels in the third chapter of Part I, contending 

that writers of the Industrial novel—mostly female and of middle-class origin—

subconsciously sided with the male capitalists that they sought to criticize. Not 

only did these writers take for granted their privileged social position, she argues, 

but they were also secretly attracted to the “male world of work,” the 

“phallocentric” world of industry (49). As a result, when Robyn soon begins to 

reenact the behaviors of the very characters that she scorns, especially those of 

Margaret Hale, we come to understand that her values are just as questionable. 

Indeed, despite openly espousing progressive humanitarian ideals, Robyn turns 

out to be surprisingly elitist, such as in the scene where she classifies Debbie as 
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“decidedly lower-class” (124). She also believes that academic work is superior 

to commercial work. Her idealistic visions soon fall flat under realistic 

contingencies: if all the workers shared the profits of a company, Vic retorts, 

wouldn’t they have to share the losses as well? As it turns out, Robyn is guilty of 

the same accusation that she stows upon industrial novelists; her “own 

ideological position is riddled with contradiction” (48) as was Gaskell’s and 

Dicken’s. Once we consider that Vic and Robyn each are synecdoche for town 

and gown in modern Britain, we can read Lodge’s use of dramatic irony as a 

conscious effort to treat the clashing values under a larger perspective of events, 

and to avoid Robyn’s pitfall of endorsing a black-and-white view of good versus 

bad. For, although Lodge is deeply concerned about the effect of Thatcherite 

economics on universities, he is wary of demonizing it entirely. While he was 

conducting background research for Nice Work, Lodge says that he was 

constantly reminded of “a truth that academics and literary intellectuals tend to 

ignore: that high culture depends ultimately in the wealth created by trade” 

(“Introduction” xvi).  

The first time that Robyn unwittingly echoes Vic’s language is when she 

expresses her doubts to Charles regarding the value of her work. Until then, she 

had always confidently stood by the value of literary theory before “capitalists” 

like Vic, Basil, and Debbie. She had attributed their unsympathetic attitude to a 

lack of culture. But now she is unsure, and her speech with Charles takes on the 

characteristics of what Bakhtin calls the hidden polemic, in which a person’s 

utterance becomes agitated because it is conscious of another voice that attacks 
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its ideologies.   

“But doesn’t it bother you at all?” Robyn said. “That the things 

we care so passionately about—for instance, whether Derrida’s 

critique of metaphysics lets idealism in by the back door, or 

whether Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory is phallogocentric. . . . 

things like that, which we argue about and read about and write 

about endlessly—doesn’t it worry you that ninety-nine point nine 

per cent of the population couldn’t give a monkey’s?” 

“A what?” 

“A monkey’s. It means you don’t care a bit.” 

“It means you don’t give a monkey’s fuck. . . . Did you pick it up 

from him?” 

“I suppose so.” (152) 

Of course, this passage immediately reminds readers of Margaret and her 

mother’s dialogue about a knobstick. In a comic twist of events, Robyn has come 

to parody Margaret in her moment of grave self-doubt. Lodge effectively 

underlines Robyn’s character development with this set-up; Robyn has begun to 

understand the disparate viewpoints of the university and the industry. The 

industrial part of Rummidge is a dark “shadowland” to “those who basked in the 

light of culture and learning at the University,” but the university is also “in 

shadow” for those who work at Pringles—“alien, inscrutable, vaguely 

threatening” (151). Robyn awakes to the necessity of justifying her field to 

industrial capitalists. She had never felt this need before. How would she explain 
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the merits of poststructuralism to people like Vic? Deep down, it’s a question that 

hits a raw nerve: how can the university explain its merits to Thatcherite 

industrialists? “Because if I said we teach students about the perpetual sliding of 

the signified under the signifier,” she says, “or the way every text inevitably 

undermines its own claim to a determinate meaning, [Vic] would laugh at my 

face.” Because she does not know the answer, her exasperation explodes, and her 

speech appropriates Vic’s: “ninety-nine point nine percent of the population 

couldn’t give a monkey’s.” Charles tries to help her, but his arguments are also so 

congested with jargon that Robyn can’t help but play devil’s advocate in a 

Wilcoxian manner. “But who pays?” (153), she asks. At every point of their 

conversation, Robyn speaks by expecting Wilcox’s counterclaim. By zigzagging 

between literary jargon and factory language in Robyn’s speech, Lodge alludes to 

Robyn’s expansion of perspective.  

Indeed, later in the novel, Robyn experiences an epiphany as her flight 

takes off to Frankfurt. Veering down at England at a literally higher altitude, she 

sees that her world is inseparably intertwined with Vic’s. She imagines people 

working at factories, schools, offices, and shops “inhabiting their own little 

worlds, oblivious of how they fitted into the total picture” (192). Specifically, she 

imagines a housewife turning on an electric kettle to brew some more tea, 

thinking nothing of the numerous industries needed to design, produce, market, 

and sell that single product. Robyn notes that she had never given it much 

thought too, until she met Vic. But with the gained awareness, Robyn faces a new 

dilemma: to what extent should she reconcile her ideals and capitalist principles? 
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“It was difficult to decide whether the system that produced the kettle was a 

miracle of human ingenuity and co-operation or a colossal waste of resources, 

human or natural,” she muses (193). In the last chapter of the novel, Robyn 

whimsically daydreams of academics and factory workers convening on the sun-

drenched, grassy lawn of the university, discussing possible solutions to the 

national problems at hand.  

And the beautiful young people and their teachers stopped 

dallying and disputing and got to their feet and came forward to 

greet the people from the factory, shook their hands and made 

them welcome, and a hundred small seminar groups formed on 

the grass, composed half of students and lecturers and half of 

workers and managers, to exchange ideas on how the values of 

the university and the imperatives of commerce might be 

reconciled and more equitably managed to the benefit of whole 

society. (250) 

Robyn readily acknowledges that her vision is grossly idealistic. At the very end 

of the novel, she looks out the university window and witnesses the reality of her 

daydream. The grass is damp from rain, and no communication occurs between a 

young black gardener mowing the lawn and a gathering of students about the 

same age as the gardener, sitting in small groups far away from him—"no nods, 

or smiles, or spoken words, not even a glance” (277). In concluding Nice Work, 

Lodge slyly chooses to follow his Victorian predecessors. The novelists of 

Condition-of-England novels, as Robyn has previously explained in her lecture, 
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could only provide “invariably negative or evasive” (52) narrative solutions to 

the social problems they addressed. The narrative solution that Lodge offers is 

similarly and parodically evasive. Just like the heroines of the nineteenth century 

industrial novels, Robyn is given fortuitous opportunities to escape her current 

situation—a marriage proposal, a legacy, and emigration.  

However, Robyn defies to individual profit from any of these choices. She 

decides to “stay on” (277) at Rummidge and continue the effort to bridge the gap 

between the values of commerce and the academia. Her affirmative decision 

coincides with the hope revealed through the novel’s narrative and represented 

discourse. The trajectory of double-voiced discourse displays a wishful 

possibility that the problems dividing town and gown have a chance of being 

assuaged.  
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CHAPTER V  

 

Conclusion 
 

 

A rich incorporation of Victorian industrial novels draws the attention of 

the readers the “two nations” that divide Britain. The two nations are the 

industrial community and the academic community, represented in the novel by 

Vic and Robyn. In the beginning of Nice Work, Lodge describes the protagonists 

living in their respective bubbles by double-voicing heteroglossia. Stylizations 

and parodic stylizations tease apart the problematic seams of the protagonists’ 

belief systems. When Vic and Robyn finally meet each other in Part II, their 

worlds, principles, and prejudices clash—a clash that is intensely inflected in the 

double-voicing in their direct dialogue. Thus, informed by Bakhtin’s theories of 

dialogism and double-voiced discourse, Lodge crafts an intensely rich and 

complex language of prose. Many passages, sentences, and even individual 

words in Nice Work contain an overlapping and competition of voices, thereby 

displaying in a metalinguistic manner the contention between the values of the 

academia and commerce that engulfed Britain under Thatcher’s leadership. 

However, the conflict between academics and non-academics that Lodge 

portrays in Nice Work is not limited to Britain in the 1980s. Nice Work is 

surprisingly prescient in this sense. The application of free market logic onto 

higher education has become an irreversible and international trend. Although 
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the wave of neoliberalism onto the higher education sector has brought benefits 

such as greater transparency, efficiency, and accountability, it has also 

undermined the integrity and humanism of the academia. Pursuing truth for its 

own sake is increasingly becoming a luxury; commodified learning has instead 

begun taking its place. “Tragic Towers,” in this sense, is a befitting title for the 

last chapter of Elaine Showalter’s chronological survey of campus novels, 

Faculty Towers: The Academic Novel and its Discontents (2005). In “Tragic 

Towers,” Showalter observes that universities have become depressed places. 

The change in the state of universities, in turn, have made campus novels more 

depressed and serious as well.  

Does the irreversible change in both the state of higher education and the 

state of campus novels, then, spell out an impending extinction of academic 

satire? Is the genre fated to fade into obscurity? After all, as discussed in Chapter 

II, some critics say that the comedy in campus novels works less effectively 

against a hostile sociopolitical environment. Campuses are no longer fun places 

to lampoon. Lodge disagrees with such projections:  

There’s a tendency for people to sneer at the genre as if it’s 

played out, while actually they take a good deal of interest in 

reading it. The fact is that universities change and societies 

change, and there are always new fictional possibilities. (qtd in 

Moseley 159) 

Nice Work testifies the strength of Lodge’s statement. The novel nimbly reacts to 

the societal changes at hand and exploits the resulting possibilities for fictional 
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experimentation. The tone of Nice Work may be more serious than its 

predecessors, Changing Places and Small World, but as Merritt Moseley says, 

“seriousness is not an alternative to entertainment or amusement” (289). Indeed, 

rather than failing comedy by incorporating seriousness, Nice Work balances the 

two with solid craft. In the end, Nice Work is not merely a period piece, even 

though it does provide an extremely vivid sense of time and place. It is a 

meticulous and impressive investigation of the relationship between higher 

education and capitalism, a relationship that still holds currency today, after 

more than thirty years the novel has been published.  
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국 문 초 록 

 

 
영국의 소설가 겸 비평가인 데이비드 로지는 대학풍자소설(academic 

satire)의 대가로, 그의 “캠퍼스 삼부작”은 대중으로부터 가장 널리 사랑받아

왔다. 이 작품들은 교수들의 고상하고 지적인 허울을 벗기고 그들의 서툰 

인간적인 면모를 유쾌하게 그려낸다는 평가를 받는다.  

그러나 삼부작 중 마지막으로 발표된 『훌륭한 일 Nice Work』(1988)

은 전작들인 『자리바꿈 Changing Places』(1975)과 『교수들 Small World』

(1984)에 비해 깊이 있는 평가를 받지 못했다. 몇몇 비평가들은 『훌륭한 

일』에 대한 비평적 무관심의 이유를 이 소설의 배경인 1986년 영국의 대

학이 해학적으로 풍자하기에는 너무 비극적인 장소가 되어버린 점에서 찾

고 있다. 이는 마가릿 대처의 보수당 정권이 만들어낸 신자유주의가 영국

대학들에 끼친 영향의 당연한 귀결일 것이다. 하지만 로지는 이 소설을 통

해 새로운 경지의 대학풍자소설을 창조했다. 우선, 로지는 영국대학의 현대

적인 서사를 19세기 산업소설과 긴밀하게 엮으면서 타운 (town) 대 가운

(gown)의 대립, 즉 산업계가 옹호하는 시장논리와 학계가 수호하는 이상주

의 간 충돌의 역사를 되짚고 있다. 그리고 서로 대립적인 세계관이 공존할 

수 있음을 한 문장에 두 개 이상의 의식들이 각자의 목소리를 주체적으로 

내는 이중음성적 담론(double-voiced discourse)으로 구현한다는 점 역시 주목

할 만하다. 이중음성적 담론은 러시아 문학 이론가 미하일 바흐친이 도스

토예프스키의 장편소설을 분석하면서 발견한 소설적 화법으로서, 그 형태
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는 양식화 (stylization), 패러디 양식화 (parodic stylization), 숨겨진 논쟁 

(hidden polemic) 등으로 다양하게 발현한다. 『훌륭한 일』에 선명하게 반영

된 미하일 바흐친의 대화주의 이론(dialogism)은 이 소설을 긍정적으로 평가

하는 대부분의 비평가마저 간과하고 있는 부분이다. 

따라서 이 글은 『훌륭한 일』의 화자와 주요인물들이 나타내는 이중

음성성을 읽으면서 거기에서 비롯되는 산업계와 학계 간의 점진적인 대화

의 양상을 살펴보려고 한다. 우선, 현대 대학풍자소설의 발전 속에서 대두

된 타운-가운의 갈등을 본다. 다음으로, 『훌륭한 일』에 내재된 다층적인 

목소리를 살펴본다. 그 중 하나는 타운과 가운 갈등이 점철된 19세기 산업

소설의 목소리들이며, 다른 하나는 “양식화”와 “패러디 양식화”로 나타낸 

다양한 헤테로글로시아(heteroglossia)의 목소리들이며, 마지막은 등장인물들

의 이중음성적인 대화의 목소리들이다. 목소리들의 중첩을 통해 『훌륭한 

일』은 타운과 가운 간 공존의 가능성을 제시한다.

주요어: academic novel, Mikhail Bakhtin, double-voiced discourse, town, 

gown, Victorian industrial novel 
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