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Abstract 
 Language facilitates socialization, acculturation, and identity-development; these 
multifaceted roles of language manifest throughout E. Estes’ The Hundred Dresses, which 
tells a story of a girl who becomes the laughingstock among her peers by frequently telling 
them that she has one-hundred dresses, despite the fact that she wears the same dress every 
day. With her seemingly-bizarre claims, Wanda experiences institutional repression as a 
consequential effect of failed communication. Despite the implausible nature of Wanda’s 
allegations, it is precisely the intricate nature of words and their (different) uses that lie at the 
heart of Wanda’s miscommunication and repression, as Wanda actually does have one 
hundred dresses hanging in her closet…in some form. The dresses, however, are actually 
drawings that Wanda has completed. Analyzing the role of the drawings alongside how 
Wanda’s use of language prevents communication, the acquisition of institutional power, and 
socialization by applying key concepts of Jacques Lacan’s studies reveals how Wanda’s 
metaphorical use of language indicates her progress in self-development and sophisticated 
perception of identity. When Wanda’s drawings are eventually revealed, she has already 
relocated to another city. The drawings then become her ‘voice’ by clarifying her 
metaphorical language use, as well as help cultivate new perceptions among her primary 
repressors. Examining the significance of language within a broader context, it is only 
through the operative dichotomy of individuals’ self-realization in conjunction with their 
position within social institutions that enable them to foster the attitudes and behaviors that 
yield sociological proficiency, a ‘dress’ for everyone that never goes out of style. 
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(Ad)Dressing Dynamics of Development: The Significance of Language and its 
Metaphorical Uses Demonstrated in E. Estes’ The Hundred Dresses  
 From the moment of birth, individuals are introduced to the world and eventually 
come to understand aspects of their environments through language. S. Chase (1938) defines 
language as “the most human of all human attributes….It is part and parcel of our minds, 
[sic] and of the relatively greater size of our brains” (pp. 352-353). As a result, Chase boldly 
upholds language as one of the most important aspects of humanity and judiciously so (1938, 
pp. 352-361). Words, nonverbal elements (facial expressions, voice tone, gestures, 
interjections), and various combinations of these linguistic components create vehicles for 
communication, one of the principal functions of language use. Communication represents 
perhaps the most fundamental means of interaction and establishing relationships among 
individuals, so it comes as no surprise then, that language plays an integral role in 
individuals’ intellectual growth, social development and psychological maturation.  
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 The processes of socialization, acculturation, and assimilation transpire through 
language, and, as a result, individuals come to understand social hierarchies, authoritative 
powers, and their ever-evolving place within collective societies. These multifaceted roles of 
language manifest throughout many works of literature, and particularly in E. Estes’ (1972) 
The Hundred Dresses. Chase (1938) identitfies language as the primary tool for thinking (p. 
19), and K. Coats (2004) expands on this relationship by declaring that “language has effects 
that are retroactively construed as knowledge- specifically, referential knowledge, knowledge 
of things as they exist in the world” (p. 31). Although all species utilize communication 
methods unique to their own kind, humans remain the only creatures on the planet that utilize 
language not only for the sole purpose of interaction and communication, but also to foster 
thought, construct knowledge, and expand their intellect.  Indeed, language functions as a 
vehicle by which people learn, clarify, interpret, and understand concepts and ideas that 
transpire into knowledge, discernment, and wisdom regarding of their surrounding 
environments and one another.  
 Estes’ (1972) book tells a story of a shy girl named Wanda Petronski who becomes 
the laughingstock among the girls in her class at school by frequently telling them that she 
has one-hundred dresses hanging in her closet, despite the fact that she wears the same dress 
every day. With her seemingly-bizarre claims, Wanda experiences institutional repression as 
a consequential effect of language. Additionally, she exemplifies the Speech Act Theory by 
demonstrating how language functions performatively, hereby illustrating why the end goal 
of communication is thwarted when the meaning of the spoken language is not the same for 
the speaker and recipient. Examining how Wanda’s use of language prevents communication 
and the acquisition of institutional power by applying key concepts of J. Lacan’s studies 
reveals the metaphorical use of language as representative of Wanda’s progress in self-
development. Moreover, this process simultaneously provokes behavior modification among 
Wanda’s primary repressors, Peggy and Maddie, thus justifying the metaphorical use of 
language as not only a representation, but as a facilitator of the earliest stages of Peggy and 
Maddie’s development, as well.         
 As the primary means of communication and interaction among individuals, language 
represents a means of cultural expression and socialization, as S. Berg (1984) affirms by 
asserting that “language is both socially formed and personally selected” (p. 140). This 
dichotomy between the publicized and personal aspects of language use proves critical in 
understanding the inherent power of language as an agent by which individuals construct 
social knowledge and either establish social positions of power or experience institutional 
repression. Describing how language functions socially, J. Culler (1975) states that “the 
cultural meaning of any particular act or object is determined by a whole system of 
constitutive rules” (p. 5). Specifically, language is “meaningful only with respect to a set of 
institutional conventions” (Culler, 1975, p. 5) “that are not organic or idiosyncratic to the 
individual….Instead, they are located in language, which is a public order” (Coats, 2004, p. 
17). In other words, a shared understanding of the various elements of language remains 
necessary in order for effective language use and successful communication to occur.1  
 Given the distinctiveness that characterizes language through individuals’ diction, 
syntax, cognition, and physicality (voice timbre, disability, tobacco or drug use, illness), J. F. 
MacCannell (1986) avows that “the transmission of messages is never a simple or 
symmetrical exchange” (p. 54) because “the word [the most fundamental element of 
language] never has only one use. Every word always has a beyond, sustains several 
functions, envelops several meanings” (MacCannell, 1986, p. 47). Although some scholars, 
                                                           
1 Such is the case with cryptic messages, secret codes, Hieroglyphics, nicknames, slang, metaphorical usage, and 
inside jokes. Only when all members involved in the particular linguistic exchange are aware of to what the 
message itself refers does actual communication occur.   
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such as S. Butler (1962), insist that the implication of words is overrated and “incomplete in 
the first place, because [words] omi[t] all reference to the ideas which [they]… are intended 
to convey, and there can be no true word without its actually or potentially conveying an 
idea” (p. 14), many others prove quick to disagree agree. A. Huxley (1962), for instance, 
declares that “words have power to mold men’s thinking, to canalize their feelings, to direct 
their willing and acting” (p. 2), thus comprising moral fiber and influencing personal 
character. Likewise, K. Sornig (1989) warns that “words can, in fact, be used as instruments 
of power and deception” (p. 96), and, in an even bolder assertion, T. Todorov (1970) claims 
that “words create reality, [sic] they are not just its pale reflection” (p. 120). Clearly, these 
individuals hold words, in and of themselves, with very high regards with respect to their 
perceptions that words embody philosophical and psychological stimuli; more specifically, 
words influence and eventually determine how one perceives reality and functions as a 
member of his or her respective society.   
 A. J. Ayer (1970) maintains a different stance, insofar as the significance of the 
language in and of itself is concerned, as demonstrated in his assertion that “there are other 
ways of conveying information than by the use of language” (p. 21). Despite this recognition, 
however, he does not fail to recognize what the most basic constituent components of 
language represent, as implied when he acknowledges the belief that hails words as “the 
signs of ideas: and ideas are here identified with thoughts or images” (Ayer, 1970, p. 37) that 
philosophers claim manifest directly from individual minds. Once again, the emphasis falls 
back to not simply knowing what the words mean by definition, but on the ability to convey 
and comprehend them in meaningful contexts. Interestingly, as a caveat to this perception, 
however, Ayer (1970) explains that, in order for this definition to be taken literally, it would 
mean that “we never do, or indeed can, talk about anything except our own mental processes” 
(p. 37), as this definition completely disregards the necessity of a common basis of 
understanding essential for effective communication. This description implies that all words 
assume different meanings for each and every single individual, rendering communication 
between two or more people virtually impossible. It is for this very reason that R. M. Keesing 
(1979/2002) explains that, in order to fulfill the primary function of communication, language 
“distributed and transmitted within communities and hence must be learnable and broadly 
shared, although individuals command variant and partial versions of the community’s pool 
of knowledge” (p. 275). Individuality and variations should be embraced and welcomed, as 
they fortify the role of language as a window to a person’s culture, in which they exist as both 
a member of a collective society and as an individual.     
 Speaking of individuals, E. B. Huey (1970) points out that individual words alone fail 
to yield clear linguistic comprehension; understanding language “is not a mere sum of 
associations, but is an apperceptive unity” (Huey, 1970, p. 154). Components of this 
particular unity include grammatical conventions, familiarity with native language, syntax, 
connotation, context, setting, and the relationship between the individuals involved in the 
communicative exchange, as all represent crucial aspects of helping individuals clarify their 
intentions and comprehend others’ messages, yielding effective exchanges of 
communication. All individuals involved in the particular communicative exchange must 
have a fairly similar basis of understanding regarding these different aspects in order to 
utilize language effectively, both as a speaker and as a recipient.  
 Consequentially, as C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards (1930) proclaim, “the realization 
of the multiplicity of the normal language function is vital to a serious approach” (p. 193) to 
the problem of correctly perceiving the array of word meanings that continuously pervade 
language and transform effective communication into an increasingly challenging endeavor. 
Throughout The Hundred Dresses, it is precisely this multidimensional aspect of words that 
renders Wanda a powerless, repressed institutional victim. Despite the significance of school 
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as the institution through which Wanda is repressed, R. S. Trites (2000) declares that the 
institution itself “matters less than the acknowledgement that institutions rely on language to 
regulate the individual’s authority” (p. 53). Regarding this sociological role of language, 
Chase (1938) explains that “words are active forces which give a measure of control over the 
environment” (p. 55). Accordingly, Wanda “didn’t have any friends, but a lot of girls talked 
to her” (Estes, 1972, p. 12) for the sole purpose of having fun at Wanda’s expense. Each time 
Wanda claims to own one-hundred dresses, her classmates “couldn’t help bursting into 
shrieks and peals of laughter” (Estes, 1972, p. 13). Despite the implausible nature of Wanda’s 
allegations, the intricate nature of words and their (different) uses lie at the heart of her 
miscommunication and intuitional repression, as she actually does have one hundred dresses 
hanging in her closet…in some form.  
 What the language fails to convey is the fact that the dresses are actually drawings 
that she has completed on paper. Ogden and Richards (1930) verify that “the metaphorical 
aspects of the greater part of language, and the ease with which any word may be used 
metaphorically, further indicate the degree to which, especially for educated persons, words 
have gained contexts through other words” (p. 214). By manipulating language 
metaphorically with the word dress as representative of her drawings, Wanda illustrates what 
A. Leupin (2004) articulates as “the distinction between the signifier and the signified,…what 
characterizes human language and makes it ambiguous and equivocal” (p. 39). Language’s 
quality of ambiguity represents the most critical factor in determining whether 
communication can occur, for Chase (1938) asserts that “when people can agree on the thing 
to which their words refer, minds meet. The communication line is cleared” (p. 9). Moreover, 
the disagreement and ambiguity between Wanda’s use of the word dress and her classmates’ 
use of the same word when they question, and eventually mock her, is why language 
repeatedly fails to grant Wanda any power within the institution.  
 In accordance to Huey’s (1970) recognition of language as “an apperceptive unity” (p. 
154), Trites (2000) contends, “one series of miscommunications builds upon another” (p. 22), 
just like the game of the hundred dresses began, which was “so suddenly and unexpectedly, 
with everybody falling right in…even if you felt uncomfortable…there wasn’t anything you 
could do about it” (Estes, 1972, p. 33). It becomes evident that language not only begins the 
hundred dresses game and sustains it day after day, but it also represses power, not just from 
Wanda as the target of the jokes, but also from the individuals involved, as they imply the 
absence of personal choice in their claims that participation was completely involuntary.  
 While language constitutes a means of power within an institution, it stands to reason 
that repression can manifest in the form of silence. As the hundred dresses game of mockery 
became a daily occurrence, Wanda becomes even more repressed within the institution with 
her silence, as “everybody was talking to everybody else…Nobody talked to Wanda” (Estes, 
1972, p. 28). Even as Wanda makes a slight attempt to dissolve the institutional repression by 
breaking her silence, as “she figured all she’d have to do was say something and she’d really 
be one of the girls” (Estes, 1972, p. 28), her repressed status is substantiated when Peggy (the 
most popular, hence, powerful, girl in the institution) takes the opportunity to mock Wanda 
when she discusses her hundred dresses in front of everyone in the crowd. The attention that 
Wanda receives when she speaks is also met with silence. Wanda, however, does not partakes 
in silence alone. Through Maddie’s own silence from failing to stop Peggy’s relentless 
teasing, “she had done just as much as Peggy to make life miserable for Wanda by simply 
standing by and saying nothing” (Estes, 1972, p. 49). Whereas Wanda’s silence serves to 
perpetuate her repressed status, Maddie’s silence, on the other hand, is justified to maintain 
her social power as Peggy’s best friend within the institution.         
 Eventually, Peggy “seemed to think a day was lost if she had not had some fun with 
Wanda, winning the approving laughter of the girls” (Estes, 1972, p. 32). These informal 
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accolades confirm Peggy as a bearer of institutional power and “demonstrate how institutions 
derive their power from the discourse people use” (Trites, 2000, p. 22), as Peggy maintains 
her institutional power by using Wanda’s linguistic discourse against her, and Wanda remains 
silent because she has no reason to talk. Just like many words involve a multitude of uses, 
language, too, contains several multifaceted aspects, all of which fulfill communicative--or 
spiteful--intentions. Discovering how language actually does execute these roles, then, proves 
vital to understanding how language functions intricately among individuals and the role that 
it plays in an individual’s intellectual growth, psychological development, and maturation. 
 B. Malinowski (1962) declares that through language men develop the conviction that 
the knowledge of a name, the correct use of a verb, [or] the right application of a particle, 
have a mystical power which transcends the mere  utilitarian convenience of such words in 
communication from man to man. (p. 73)  
 Despite a greater number of scholars who approach linguistics with a more practical 
perspective and refrain from incorporating supernatural elements into their methodologies 
and explanations, most will agree that language proves effective in executing various 
functions and asserting positions of power. This inherent power of language is most 
commonly explained with the Speech Act Theory, which justifies how words function as not 
only units of communication, but as executors of actions as well. Coats (2004) emphasizes 
the significance of the Speech Act Theory in her assertion that, in order for language to 
execute its power most closely in accordance with the speaker’s original meanings and 
intentions, then language “must act rather than simply refer to something that already exists” 
(p. 30). Put more simply, “language is not about knowing, but about doing, [as it] is itself 
performative” (Coats, 2004, 31). One of the Speech Act Theory’s earliest pioneers, J. L. 
Austin (1962), recognized that not all word combinations serve the sole purpose of making 
statements, but can also function to ask questions and express exclamations, commands, 
wishes, declarations, or concessions.  
 Austin considers most sentences performative, meaning that “the issuing of the 
utterance is the performing of an action—it is not normally thought of as just saying 
something” (1962, pp. 6-7). Sornig (1989) echoes Austin (1962) in his observation that there 
is no such thing as a ‘pure,’ unbiased statement: the process of verbalizing thought and 
transmitting ideas involves the simultaneous signaling of purposes, aims[,] and wishes [or 
signifiers, in Lacanian theory,] along with the message itself [which Lacan’s studies 
designate as the signified.] (Sornig, 1989, p. 95)  
 The relationship between the signifier and the signified, then becomes distinctive to 
each individual implementing it, as meaning is largely derived from perceptions, experiences, 
and cerebral aptitude; consequentially, “the signifier thus separates us from each other, [and] 
disrupts any ‘communication’ we might have with each other” (MacCannell, 1986, p. 9). This 
idea reverts back to Ayer’s (1970) problematic designation of words’ significance and 
isolates the core of the problem that causes Wanda’s communication difficulties.  
 Alongside this very notion lies the process through which Wanda becomes alienated 
through language and repressed through the institution as a result. L. Chiesa (2007) describes 
the alienation process through language as occurring because the speaker never manages to 
say exactly what he really wants to say. His interlocutor [recipient] is  unable to grasp 
fully what the subject actually means to tell him […] at the same time, the subject’s 
individual speech—his perpetually addressing a counterpart in discourse-also always says 
more than the subject wants to say. (p. 38)  
Each time Wanda affirms that she has one-hundred dresses, Peggy and the rest of the girls 
never realize the difference between Wanda’s use of the word dress and their own (albeit, 
incorrect) assumptions that she is speaking in literal terms. In this instance, the relationship 
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between the signifier and the signified for Wanda is not analogous with the relationship 
between the signifier and the signified for Peggy or the other girls.  
 Coats (2004) describes Wanda’s mistake as the creation of a communicative situation 
that involved “subverting the signifiers without removing the fundamental framework within 
which they exist” (p. 87). In other words, the girls have no way of recognizing Wanda’s use 
of the words (the signifiers) as literal or metaphoric, as there is no basis of context nor 
explanations, (which would have constituted removal from the fundamental framework to 
which Coats refers.) Consequentially, this indistinctness causes subversion of the signifiers 
that transpires throughout the language’s ambiguity and results in misinterpretation and, 
ultimately, failed communication. In this case, the interpretation of the language becomes 
entirely dependent upon the recipients’ predisposed assumptions of the relationship between 
the signifiers and signified.              
 This type of dissonance yields unsuccessful communication because of the failure to 
reach a mutually understood perspective. Until reciprocal understanding and agreement of 
meanings occur, all involved in the language exchange are thinking in completely different 
directions. As implied in Todorov’s (1970) observation that “the same verbal message can 
take on different meanings if it is addressed to different individuals” (P. 117), some degree of 
variation in language interpretation must be considered to account for the individuality 
inherent within human nature. The question then becomes whether or not the particular use of 
language is one that will enable the individual to comprehend the speaker, henceforth, 
enabling effective communication.       
 Given the apparent absurdity behind Wanda’s claim, alongside the fact that 
“obviously the only dress Wanda had was the blue one she wore every day” (Estes, 1972, p. 
13), the girls laugh “derisively” (Estes, 1972, p. 13) at her, assume that she is a delusional 
fool, and perpetuate her status of repression within the institution by ignoring her. When the 
girls do periodically address Wanda, ulterior motives of prompting mockery and laugher 
provoke their actions, which disconnects Wanda from the source through which institutional 
power is gained: language. This instance illustrates Ogden and Richard’s (1930) explanation 
that, for some people such as Wanda,  their words are essential members of the 
contexts of their references. To those who are not so tied by their symbolism[,] this inability 
to renounce for the moment favourite [sic]  modes of expression usually appears as a 
peculiar localized stupidity. (p. 216)  
 Because of the other girls’ inabilities to recognize Wanda’s metaphorical use of the 
word dresses and because Wanda is unable to offer an explanation of the word’s literal 
meaning for fear of permanent institutional oppression, they perceive Wanda as delusional 
and dense. Furthermore, since her statements are only met with sarcasm, imprudent 
commentary, and rude laughter, Wanda exemplifies Chiesa’s (2007) concept of saying too 
much: perhaps Wanda would have been better off saying nothing at all, as the speech was no 
longer utilized as a form of communication, but rather as fodder for meanness.  
              Motives for language use and its consequential results constitute the main focus of 
the Speech Act Theory, as the three types of speech acts are distinguished by the speaker’s 
intentions and the results they evoke. As such, they reveal the degree to which language 
proves a potent instigator of ideas and actions. It is precisely the application of the three types 
of speech acts: locutionary, illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts, that reveal the cause of 
Wanda’s institutional repression as failure in effective language use resulting in 
misrepresentation and miscommunication. Specifically regarding matters of power, H. E. 
Brekle (1989) emphasizes that “all…types of speech acts are in principle suitable for 
enforcing the interests of power” (p. 82). This concept is demonstrated with the girls 
prompting Wanda to speak by asking her the same question every day. Although the 
linguistic power that transpires depends largely on the type of speech act utilized under 
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different circumstances in different situations, each of Wanda’s responses only reinforce the 
girls’ power within the institution by being able to legitimately repress her with ridicule.  
 Wanda’s first claim of owning one-hundred dresses and all other allegations that 
follow represent her attempts to gain power and acceptance within the institution by means of 
language, therefore classifying them as illocutionary acts. Such is the case when Wanda 
“figured all she’d have to do was say something and she’d really be one of the girls” (Estes, 
1972, p. 28). Wanda’s metaphorical use of words, as in her replacement of ‘dress’ for 
‘drawing,’ indicate that her intentions for these claims began as perlocutionary acts, with 
evocations of admiration, acceptance, and slight jealousy as the end goal for the language. 
This instance challenges G. M. Wilson’s (1992) declaration that “the illocutionary force of an 
utterance centrally depends on the utterer’s speech-act intention” (p. 181), as is the case with 
successful execution of language in secret codes, inside jokes, and, unlike Wanda’s language 
use, successful metaphoric portrayals. True, a speaker’s intentions greatly determine what 
language they use in different communicative exchanges, but problems arise when a 
speaker’s intentions are not perceived by recipients as such, when the language executes a 
different speech-act than what the speaker originally intends, or when referential meanings to 
words are unclear and unspecified, leaving them susceptible to misinterpretation and 
misunderstanding, all of which become evident in Wanda’s language use throughout the 
book. Coats (2004) remarks that individuals “often suffer from the delusion that language is 
transparent” (p. 87) by neglecting to consider the multiplicity prevalent within the use, 
functions, and intentions of language before jumping to (often inaccurate) conclusions and 
poorly construed meanings.  
 The inconsistencies prevalent within these concepts demonstrate why discrepancies 
between speakers and recipients of language during exchange lead to failed communication, 
as the language did not reflect the proper intentions or the execution was not interpreted as 
such.  In perhaps a more accurate assessment in accordance with the Speech Act Theory, D. 
Holdcroft (1978) declares that “there must be some connection between the meaning of a 
sentence and the illocutionary acts that can be performed by one who uses it literally and 
seriously” (p. 44). This observation highlights the correlation between recipients’ 
interpretations of language and the particular speech acts that transpire as a result; 
additionally, these conditions explain why Wanda’s claims were constantly met with the 
ridicule, as she does not foresee the girls’ misinterpretation of her metaphorical language use, 
a disregarded aspect underlying the failure of her intended and anticipated speech acts.  
 While the resulting speech acts that manifest do not resemble those of Wanda 
expectations, they do, unfortunately, serve as perlocutionary acts yielding the disheartening 
effects of mockery, repression, and derision. Moreover, the general perception of Wanda 
throughout the institution causes the girls to constantly ignore her, further repressing her by 
disconnecting her from language. Accordingly, the girls’ scornful teasing becomes a speech 
act in and of itself, because their mockery forces Wanda to physically relocate herself in 
order to escape it. The fact that “the girls laughed derisively, while Wanda moved over to the 
sunny place by the ivy-covered brick wall of the school building” (Estes, 1972, pp. 13-14) 
renders their mockery a perlocutionary act. Regardless of Wanda’s intentions with the 
hundred dresses claim, her use of the language failed to transmit meaning to the recipients, 
established discrepancies between the signifier and the signified, and botched the lines of 
communication, hereby silencing her voice, and alienating her from the language within the 
institution.      
 The description of Wanda’s institutional repression through (and in the absence of) 
language, alongside the explanation of how language executes communicative and 
socializing functions, necessitates a discussion regarding the consequential effects that 
transpire from Wanda’s experience of repression. After examining the role of language as an 
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agent of power and socialization within the institution, it becomes apparent, then, that 
language plays a significant role “in the formation and transformation of the self” (Coats, 
2004, p. 16). While the role of language as a key factor in socialization remains somewhat 
obvious through the ways in which language is manipulated for interaction and 
communication, identifying the role that language plays in self-development requires a closer 
look at the language utilized by the individual as well as how the language of others affects 
that particular person. 
 Expanding on Coats’ (2004) affirmation that all language is, in a sense, “essentially 
performative” (p. 31), Austin (1962) observes that, in most all instances, language will 
“produce certain consequential effects upon the feelings, thoughts, or actions of the audience, 
or of the speaker, or of other persons” (p. 101). This statement declares all speech acts 
perlocutionary in nature, but encourages a closer look at the emotional effects of language as 
a component in individuals’ development of the self, since emotions represent perhaps the 
largest aspect of the human condition, and, as C. S. Lewis (1967) proclaims in Studies in 
Words, “one of the most important and effective uses of language is the emotional” (p. 314). 
Likewise, intellectually and psychologically healthy humans “do not talk only in order to 
reason or to inform. We have to make love and quarrel, to propitiate and pardon, to rebuke, 
console, intercede, and arouse” (Lewis, 1967, p. 314).  
 In charting how an individual must develop in order to achieve this level of 
intellectual sophistication and psychological normalcy, the importance of the individual’s 
environment must not be ignored, as D. J. Kann (1984) declares that “perception is a function 
of identity, and the resources of perception are contained in the environment. Interpretation is 
perception and perception is behavior. Behavior is an outgrowth of the individual’s identity” 
(p. 121). This concept is frequently utilized when teaching young children and adolescents 
that their actions reflect their personal character and develop their reputations. It also proves 
relevant when stressing the importance of considering how one’s own actions may potentially 
affect other people, both directly and indirectly, and emphasizing that an individual’s 
treatment of others generally indicates how they perceive themselves, in terms of self-esteem, 
self-efficacy, and self-respect.     
 Elaborating upon these developmental behaviors and perceptions, B. J. Paris (1984) 
explains that: 
 The person who is able to develop in accordance with his real self possess a number 
of characteristics that distinguish him from the self-alienated person. […] He has a healthy 
self-esteem and […] his values […] reflect what all men require in order to achieve self-
realization. (p. 157)  
 Additionally, Paris explains that because a fully self-realized and developed 
individual’s “relation to the world is allocentric […] rather than egocentric” (1984, p. 157), 
this particular type of person “is able to perceive the external world more clearly” (Paris, 
1984, p. 157). This information emphasizes the fact that individuals’ self-development 
remains largely dependent upon their perception of themselves in relation to and as an active 
participant in the outer world, namely, their environment, which plays a critical role in 
determining how individuals interpret their surroundings, perceive themselves, and regulate 
their behavior. The role of social institutions cannot be ignored or neglected when 
considering the factors that comprise individuals’ environments, for these facilities maintain 
“inevitable power […] over individuals in every aspect of their lives” (Trites, 2000, p. 35). 
When considering the substantial role of language within social institutions alongside the fact 
that these institutions comprise so large a component in individuals’ environments, it stands 
to reason that language remains a crucial factor throughout the entire process of individuals’ 
development of self.  



International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Culture (Linqua- LLC) September 2015 edition Vol.2 No.3 ISSN 2410-6577 

20 

 This notion becomes apparent in Wanda’s emotions and responses to the teasing 
within the social institution, as well as her treatment toward the individuals who repress her, 
as “only a small minority of people is in the position to take such an enlightened and 
independent stand […] against the institutionalized and conventionalized speech […] used in 
[…] society” (Brekle, 1989, pp. 82-83). Although Wanda is clearly uncomfortable when she 
speaks, which becomes evident each time she relocates herself away from the girls following 
their fits of shameful laughter, “they never made her cry” (Estes, 1972, p. 17), indicating a 
strong sense of self-esteem and emotional control, as Paris (1984) mentions, in the midst of 
repressive language. Interestingly, Wanda never exhibits any type of aggression, hostility, or 
resentment toward the girls at any time; her willingness to continue claiming that she owns 
one-hundred dresses day after day, despite knowing that mockery will ensue, manifests as 
behavior that illustrates an instance of being “open to the world rather than defensive or 
embedded” (Paris, 1984, p. 157) and, since behavior represents an effect and reflection of the 
individual’s identity, constitutes evidence of Wanda’s progress in identity development and 
self-realization. Further evidence of Wanda’s growth as a self-realized individual appears in 
the fact that she never displays her drawings, despite her impressive talent, and enters them in 
her class’s drawing contest, notwithstanding her assumption that “Peggy would win the girls’ 
medal [since] Peggy drew better than anyone else in the room” (Estes, 1972, p. 38). This 
instance verifies that Wanda does not rely on approval or validation from others in terms of 
recognizing her own abilities, representing an aspect of self-development described in Paris’ 
discussion.  
 In addition, it must be noted that, while the girls do not yet understand Wanda’s 
metaphoric use of the word dresses as representative of her drawings, Wanda’s obvious 
comprehension of the concept of metaphor verifies her superior understanding of language, 
proving significant because “for Lacan, all uses [sic] of the word are metaphoric” 
(MacCannell, 1986, p. 93) and the only actual meaning of the word (not to be confused with 
the definition or the use) is “the desire for recognition […] any other use of language 
constitutes a metaphor” (MacCannell, 1986, p. 93). In this sense, the meaning of Wanda’s 
drawings reveals her desire to be noticed, which becomes obvious in every disclosure that she 
owns one-hundred dresses and in her entering the drawings in the contest. Furthermore, the 
metaphoric use of the words to express desire further establishes the language as 
perlocutionary speech acts and validates her intellectual astuteness as far beyond that of her 
peers. In charting Wanda’s unconventional self-development in terms of Paris’ (1984) 
discussion, it must be noted that the girls’ laughter and criticism each time Wanda claims to 
have one-hundred dresses is unknowingly directed towards her art, as Lewis (1967) reiterates 
that linguistic meaning lies within the speaker’s intentions and not within the recipients’ 
interpretations (p. 193). Wanda draws in spite of the institution’s insulting repression and 
alienation, a sure sign of headway on the journey to self-realization and maturity. As 
observed in the previous instances, evidence of Wanda’s self-development transpire, 
ultimately, from her use of and responses to language. 
 Wanda’s ability to escape linguistic alienation and repression from the social 
institution further indicates her maturation and self-development. Just as Chiesa (2007) 
describes the process by which an individual becomes alienated through failed 
communication, he also includes Jacques Lacan’s proposition that individuals can indeed 
conquer linguistic alienation, a feat which also “enable[s] the subject to overcome imaginary 
alienation and its narcissistically destructive tendencies” (Chiesa, 2007, p. 37). For this 
reason, Coats (2004) declares that “alienation is the necessary condition for any subject 
whatsoever” (p. 24). Self-sacrifice represents one of these narcissistically destructive 
tendencies that Paris (1984) identifies, since the underdeveloped self results in “a weak and 
dependent being whose needs for safety, love, and acceptance are so strong” (p. 157). On the 
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contrary, features of the developed and self-realized individual allow him to pinpoint “what 
he really wants, thinks, and feels” (Paris, 1984, p. 157) as well as “love people for what they 
are rather than for their fulfillment of his needs” (Paris, 1984, p. 157), the latter exemplified 
in Wanda’s actions toward Peggy and Maddie.  
 As the most repressive source of power within the institution, Peggy, deemed the 
most popular individual, always begins the process of mocking Wanda by asking her how 
many dresses she has. Girls were quick to praise Peggy and submit to her actions by 
participating along in an effort to win her approval and thus, gain institutional power as well. 
While no one would have probably blamed Wanda if she had activated her defenses against 
Peggy, instead, she demonstrates kindness towards them after she moves away by specifically 
giving Peggy and Maddie two of her beautiful drawings. Peggy and Maddie do nothing to 
fulfill Wanda’s needs, such as love and acceptance, and, in fact, do just the opposite by 
“mak[ing] life miserable for Wanda” (Estes, 1972, p. 49). It is not until they take the 
drawings home that they recognize the faces in them as themselves and realize that “Wanda 
had really drawn this for [them]” (Estes, 1972, p. 78). This instance solidifies Wanda’s self-
development and maturity, as demonstrated in her lack of vengeance and ability to love 
others just as themselves and for no other reason.  
 Additionally, this moment demonstrates Wanda’s acquisition of power within the 
social institution by finally enabling the girls to understand her language, thus escaping 
linguistic alienation and silenced repression, made evident when Maddie “blinked away the 
tears that came every time she thought of Wanda […] looking stolidly over at the group of 
laughing girls after she had walked off, after she said, ‘Sure, a hundred of them—all lined 
up”’ (Estes, 1972, p. 80). Through her drawings, Wanda clarifies word use that facilitates 
effective communication and gains approval from sources with established institutional 
power, as Peggy expresses amazement and praise for Wanda’s drawings. Since the drawings 
now represent the means by which Wanda communicates through the institution, Peggy’s 
positive reception of them eliminates Wanda’s institutional repression and grants her power 
by validating her ‘voice.’              
 Ironically, Wanda only establishes a legitimate “voice” within the social institution 
when she physically relocates to another city and leaves her drawings hanging in the 
classroom, which become representative of her identity. This instance exemplifies Coats’ 
(2004) affirmation that proves separation necessary for constituting the subject. The drawings 
become Wanda’s voice by providing the explanation to her seemingly outlandish claims. In 
this sense, she is finally connected to other individuals and becomes a Lacanian subject now 
included in the language of the institution. Wanda’s “language” and communication through 
her drawings function as perlocutionary acts through the effects that provoke change and 
facilitate development in Peggy and especially in Maddie. Despite Maddie’s claims of feeling 
uncomfortable about Peggy’s constant pestering of Wanda, “she knew she’d never have the 
courage to speak right out to Peggy” (Estes, 1972, p. 35), even though she maintains power 
through her status within the institution. The longer Wanda prolongs her absence within the 
institution, the worse Maddie feels, indicating that Wanda’s newfound power through 
language influences not only emotions, but provokes new perceptions.  
 Maddie’s new perception becomes evident when she avows that “she was never going 
to stand by and say nothing again. If she ever heard anybody picking on someone […] she’d 
speak up. Even if it meant losing Peggy’s friendship” (Estes, 1972, p. 63). This declaration 
reflects a non-egotistical perspective, as well as the ability to love others, both of which 
represent critical aspects of self-development. The fact that Maddie’s new perception is 
influenced by Wanda’s drawings, or more specifically, the metaphor underlying the 
drawings, not only demonstrates Maddie’s growth into a considerate adolescent from a 
selfish child, but also exemplifies the significant role that language plays in facilitating self-
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development. Wanda’s refined sense of self enables her to formulate deeper perceptions 
about others and cultivate those perceptions as a way to communicate and share her insight, 
which is exactly what she does with her drawings.  
 By exploring the significance of the drawings in the context of language and power, it 
becomes very clear, in comparison, how undeveloped and naïve Peggy proves, further 
illuminating Wanda’s advanced self-development. As the most popular girl in school and the 
strongest source of power within the institution, Peggy’s knowledge of herself and her 
treatment towards Wanda surprisingly reflect a very weak and irresolute individual, as 
Peggy’s institutional power remains largely dependent on “winning the approving laughter of 
the girls” (Estes, 1972, p. 32). As her power depends on the amount of support she receives 
from the group, Peggy is likely not considered as a source power when she is alone. 
Moreover, her constant teasing can arguably be identified as her sheer jealously, since she is 
constantly trying to maintain her position of power within the social institution, and the 
entrance of an outsider with a more impressive wardrobe translates as a threat to her; 
therefore, as Paris (1984) points out, Peggy’s actions could be interpreted as defensive 
strategies generated by her values, not her basic necessities (p. 157), a habit typical of self-
alienated individuals such as her.  Additionally, Peggy’s emotions reflect her inability to 
empathize and feel remorse, as revealed in her assumptions that Wanda’s gift of the drawings 
“shows she really liked [her…] and this is her way of saying that everything’s all right” 
(Estes, 1972, p. 76), which remains largely indicative of her egotistic, rather than allocentric, 
perception, as well as her inability to consider others (and demonstrate outward emotion) as 
equally important aspects of her environment in relation to herself. As the most influential 
source of power within the social institution, her oafish self-development and general 
oblivion render her a weak individual and wholly dependent on (often unreliable) external 
factors.  
 While Maddie is not yet completely identifiable with that of the fully self-realized 
individual, her emotions and perceptions demonstrate far greater progress on this path than 
those of Peggy, as Maddie recognizes that by not standing in defense of Wanda against 
Peggy’s attempts of defamation “was just as bad as what Peggy had done” (Estes, 1972, p. 
49). Maddie’s silence shows a form of repression against Peggy’s social power within the 
institution, and hence, may be interpreted as her ability to humble herself and empathize 
through a less egocentric perspective than Peggy’s, although she has yet to achieve full 
establishment of a completely non-egocentric point of view. Wanda’s linguistic discourse 
throughout the book not only verifies her realization of self-development through her mature 
perceptions, but the communicative exchanges also help facilitate the beginning stages of 
Peggy and Maddie’s journeys towards the same understanding.     
 Just as language plays a prominent role in an individual’s socialization, it 
simultaneously aids the individual’s establishment of mature perceptions, which prove 
absolutely vital to the development of the self. Such is the case with Estes’ (1972) The 
Hundred Dresses; it exemplifies how language functions as a means of power and repression 
in social institutions, as well as demonstrates how the multiplicity of language use hinders 
communicative exchanges among individuals, and, consequentially, weakens social power 
and leads to institutional repression.          
 All of these constituent areas represent essential aspects of individuals’ psychological 
health and continuous intellectual growth, two processes fundamentally rooted in language 
that must be maintained for individuals, as well as for future generations, to continue to 
thrive.   
Examining the significance of language within a broader context, it is only through the 
operative dichotomy of individuals’ self-realization in conjunction with their position within 
social institutions that enable them to foster the attitudes and behaviors that yield sociological 
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proficiency, a suitable cerebral wardrobe fashioned with demeanor, attitude, and perspective 
for everyone, which never goes out of style.  
 
References:  
Austin, J. L. (1962). How to do things with words. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.   
Ayer, A. J. (1970). Metaphysics and common sense. San Francisco, CA: Freeman.  
Berg, S. V. (1984). Describing sonnets by milton and keats: roy schafer’s action language and 
the interpretation of texts. In J. Natoli (Ed.), psychological perspectives on literature: 
freudian dissidents and non-freudians: a casebook (pp.134-154). Hamden, CT: Archon. 
Brekle, H. E. (1989). War with words. In R. Wodak (Ed.), Language, power, and ideology: 
studies in political discourse (pp. 81-91). Amsterdam, The Netherlands: Benjamins.  
Butler, S. (1962). Thought and language. In M. Black (Ed.), The importance of language (pp. 
13-35). Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.   
Chase, S. (1938). The tyranny of words. New York, NY: Harcourt.   
Chiesa, L. (2007). Subjectivity and otherness: a philosophical reading of lacan. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press.  
Coats, K. (2004). Looking glasses and neverlands: lacan, desire, and subjectivity in 
children’s literature. Iowa City, IA: University of Iowa Press.  
Culler, J. (1975). Structuralist poetics: structuralism linguistics, and the study of literature. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  
Estes, E. (1972). The hundred dresses. Orlando, FL: Harcourt. 
Holdcroft, D. (1978). Words and deeds: problems in the theory of speech acts. Oxford, 
England:  Clarendon. 
Huey, E. B. (1970). Language, perception, and reading. In A. L. Blumenthal Language and 
psychology: historical aspects of psycholinguistics (pp. 147-156). New York, NY: Wiley. 
Huxley, A. (1962). Words and their meanings. In M. Black (Ed.), The importance of 
language (pp.1-12). Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
Kann, D. J. (1984). Reading one’s self and others: holland’s approach to interpretive 
behavior. In J. Natoli (Ed.), Psychological perspectives on literature: freudian dissidents and 
non-freudians: a casebook (pp.120-133). Hamden, CT: Archon.   
Keesing, R. M. (2002). Linguistic knowledge and cultural knowledge: some doubts and 
speculations. In R. Darnell (Ed.), American anthropology 1971-1995: papers from the 
american anthropologist. (pp. 273-307). Arlington, VA: American Anthropological 
Association; Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press. (Reprinted from American 
anthropologist, 81, pp.14-36, 1979, New York, NY: Wiley)        
Lewis, C. S. (1967). Studies in words (2nd ed.). Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.  
Leupin, A. (2004). Lacan today: psychoanalysis, science and religion. New York, NY: 
Other.   
MacCannell, J. F. (1986). Figuring lacan: criticism and the cultural unconscious. Lincoln, 
NE: University of Nebraska Press. 
Malinowski, B. (1962). The language of magic. In M. Black (Ed.), The Importance of 
language (pp.72-90). Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
Ogden, C. K., & Richards, I. A. (1930). The Meaning of meaning: a study of the influence of 
language upon thought and of the science of symbolism. New York, NY: Harcourt.  
Paris, B. J. (1984). Third force psychology and the study of literature. In J. Natoli (Ed.), 
psychological  perspectives on literature: freudian dissidents and non-freudians: a casebook 
(pp. 155-180). Hamden, CT: Archon. 



International Journal of Linguistics, Literature and Culture (Linqua- LLC) September 2015 edition Vol.2 No.3 ISSN 2410-6577 

24 

Sornig, K. Some remarks on linguistic strategies of persuasion. In R. Wodak (Ed.), 
Language, power, and ideology: studies in political discourse (pp. 95-113). Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands: Benjamins.  
Todorov, T. (1970). The Discovery of language: les liaisons dangereuses and adolphe (F. 
Chew,  Trans.). (Language as action) [Special issue]. yale french studies 45, 113-126. 
Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 2929557  
Trites, R. S. (2000). Disturbing the universe: power and repression in adolescent literature. 
Iowa  City, IA: University of Iowa Press.  
Wilson, G. M. (1992). Again, theory: on speaker’s meaning, linguistic meaning, and the 
meaning of a text. Critical inquiry 19(1), 164-185. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1343759 


