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Free Indirect Discourse (FID) is traditionally considered a device limited to literary texts. This article 

argues that FID was widely used in journalist writing throughout the XXth century and is still popular 

today. The analysis focuses on the formal features as well as stylistic functions of FID in the English 

language journalism and outlines the major differences between the traditional «literary» FID and its 

«non-fiction» variety. 
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Introduction 

Journalists have a variety of modes of speech representation at their disposal, ranging from the basic 

Direct and Indirect Discourse (which include oral speech as well as thought) to Narrative Reports of 

Speech Acts and certain borderline techniques. Free Indirect Discourse (FID) is one of them. 

Traditionally considered to be restricted to literary prose, today FID has made its way into non-fiction and 

(arguably) beyond. 

This paper looks into the notion of FID and discusses its place among other modes of speech 

representation and analyzes the use of FID in contemporary journalism. Although FID in a variety of its 

forms has been common in journalist writing for a long time (at least since E. Hemingway’s reportages of 

the 1920s), linguistic analysis of its usage outside of literary texts is scarce. 

FID is only one of a great variety of terms that have been used to denote this particular mode of 

speech representation. It is also referred to as style indirecte libre, erlebte Rede, substitutionary narration, 

represented speech, and many others. Today, the term free indirect discourse has become usual. 

The first linguist to spot FID was A. Tobler, who mentioned it in his 1887 article. He called FID a 

strange mixture of direct and indirect speech (Tobler 1887). His work, however, went unnoticed, and FID 

didn’t become a topic of linguistic discussion until 1912, when Ch. Bally analyzed it in his famous study 

of Style Indirect Libre (Bally 1912, 1914). After Bally, FID was widely discussed by German (Kalepki 

1913, Lerch 1914) linguists. English scholars turned their attention to FID in the 1960s, when R. Pascal 

introduced the notion of the dual voice to describe FID (Pascal 1977). Later, American generative linguist 

Ann Banfield argued that FID is in fact a not a dual voice but an utterance without a speaker (Banfield 

1982). Finally, today the functional approach suggested prevails. It was introduced by M. Fludernik 

(Fludernik 1995). 
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The Notion of Free Indirect Discourse 

FID is a mode of speech and thought representation which relies on syntactic, lexical and pragmatic 

features. It is a writing technique which allows the author to convey a character’s thought in a way that 

they are «contaminated» with the narrator’s speech. Traditionally FID partially follows the grammatical 

structure of Indirect Discourse. Firstly, it uses the past tense forms instead of the present (as it would 

happen in Direct Discourse), and, secondly, the first person pronouns shift to third person. Nevertheless, 

it is also likened to Direct Discourse as it often contains expressive language (character discourse 

markers) and Direct Speech sentence types (exclamatory or interrogative). 

e.g. Like her ex-boyfriend. At first he was only stoned all the time, but now he was shooting smack 

and acting very crazy. He would call and say he was on his way over, then not show up for three days - 

and then he’d be out of his head, screaming at her, not making any sense. (Thompson, 1973). 

The possessive pronouns here are switched to the third person (her), and the tenses are shifted to the 

past (was, would call, he’d be out of...) despite the time reference now. The first sentence is short and 

looks unfinished as it is typical in oral speech, and the text contains slang (shooting smack) and oral 

informal speech patterns (acting very crazy) which characterize not the narrator’s but the character’s 

speech mode. 

FID often features oral speech markers, such as hedges, hesitation pauses or pause-fillers: 

e.g. They laughed. Yeah, a jack-handle or so might save a lot of trouble. They’d been waving 

frantically at traffic for three hours before I came by... (Thompson, 1973). 

Yeah is an oral speech marker which wouldn’t normally appear in Indirect Discourse but is present 

here in FID. Sometimes narrative parentheticals (also called reporting clauses, i.e. the narrator’s clause of 

the type: he said, she asked) are not omitted in FID: 

e.g. Had I noticed, he went on, that most of the jobs that fell through were the fault of the chauffeur? 

(Hemingway, 1967). 

The narrative parenthetical he went on is found here together with other FID features: the tense shift 

(had I noticed, were), the interrogative sentence (instead of a possible if I had noticed), character 

discourse marker (fell through) that is more colloquial than the rest of the reportage. 

The above has led to the typical practice of locating FID in between DD and ID, considering FID a 

mixture of the two traditional modes. However, recent scholars have stressed that tense or deixis shifts are 

optional features, while the compulsory elements are: 

 «the deictic anaphoric alignment of "personal" referential expressions to the deictic center of the 

reporting discourse, 

 contenders for FID must not be phrased in a verb-plus-complement clause structure» (Fludernik 

1995: 95). 

Stylistically FID allows the author to merge the voices of the narrator and the character to a variety 

of effects, from expressing sympathy for the latter to irony and sarcasm. It also gives a text a flavor of the 

sophisticated literary form, as the author moves away from the traditional DD and ID. 

Free Indirect Discourse among other Means of Speech Representation 

Most scholars distinguish the following modes of speech (or thought) representation in a written text: 

o Direct Discourse (DD); 

e.g. He wondered, “Does she still love me?” 

o Indirect Discourse (ID); 

e.g. He wondered if she still loved him. 

o Free Direct Discourse (FDD); 

e.g. Does she still love me? 

o Free Indirect Discourse (FID); 
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e.g. Did she still love him? 

o a Narrative Report of a Speech/Thought Act (NRSA); 

e.g. He wondered about her love for him. 

o a Narrative Report of an Act (NRA).  

e.g. He felt unsure of her love for him. 

These six categories vary in the degree of control posited by the character or the narrator (Leech and 

Short, 2007), as it is illustrated by the following table: 

Character apparently in control 

of speech act 
  

Narrator apparently in control 

of speech act 

FDD DD FID ID NRSA NRA 

|----------------------------------------Scale of Discourse Presentation------------------------------------| 

It must be borne in mind, that these categories (or types) are not always clear cut, and there exists no 

other way to identify NRSA and FID except relying on the context. This cline of modes represents a 

continuum rather than suggesting strict boundaries between the categories. Besides, the most recent 

functional approach treats tense shifts as an optional feature, so Free Direct Discourse falls in the same 

category as FID (see Fludernik 1995). 

Free Indirect Discourse in Journalism 

FID has traditionally been considered a literary device, its use allegedly being limited to fiction. 

Examples of FID can be found as early as in Homer’s “Iliad” and “Odissey”. However, it was not until 

the XIX century that FID became a recognized stylistic device (elaborated mostly by French writers, for 

instance G. Flaubert, and referred to as style indirecte libre at the time). In the English language literature 

the earliest usage of FID is attributed to Chaucer. However, Jane Austen is credited with being the first to 

introduce FID in her novels on a large scale. Other names often mentioned in reference to FID use are 

Henry James, James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, John Dos Passos, and E. Hemingway.  

However, linguists have shown that journalists writing in different languages started to introduce 

FID in their texts a long time ago. For example, G. Redeker analyzed the use of FID in Dutch sports 

reportages (Redeker, 1995). She outlined two major functions of FID: dramatizing (realized in fiction 

texts) and documenting (realized in non-fiction texts). The former suggests immediate access to a 

character’s consciousness, the latter allows the author to present the information the way it was uttered 

while implicitly taking a stance on it.  

This article outlines the formal features and stylistic uses of FID (in the broad sense of the term) in 

American journalism of the XX-XXI centuries. The analyzed works range from E. Hemingway’s early 

writings for The Kansas City Star and The Toronto Star Weekly to Hunter S. Thompson’s political 

reportages of the 1970s and most recent examples of FID found in the New Yorker magazine.  

A significant number of FID examples are found in short reportages written by E. Hemingway for 

The Toronto Star Weekly in the 1920s as well as in Hemingway’s later journalist writings. One of the 

instances of FID is presented in the form of answers of an Irish killer interviewed by the journalist:  

(1) Yes, there were American bump-off artists in Ireland. (2) Yes, he knew some that were there 

personally. (3) Well, he didn't know who was in the right in Ireland. (4) No, it didn't matter to him. (5) He 

understood it was all managed out of New York. (6) Then you worked out of Liverpool. (7) No, he 

wouldn't care particularly about killing Englishmen. (8) But, then, they gotta die sometime. (Hemingway, 

1967) 

The yes and no at the start of (1), (2), (4) and (7) indicate that the speaker is reacting to questions 

(that are omitted but can be easily reconstructed). Among formal FID characteristics there are the absence 
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of quotation marks, the past tense shift, except in the last sentence and the pronoun shift. The verb bump 

off in (1) is a stylistically marked lexical unit and therefore can be regarded as a character discourse 

marker, just as the syntax and the word gotta in (8) indicates that this is not the journalist but the 

interviewee speaking. However, the tense shift is not observed here.  

The main function of the FID here is certainly documenting, to use G. Redeker’s terminology. It 

serves to make the words sound authentic, which would not be allowed by the use of Indirect speech. On 

the other hand, the interviewee’s speech is presented as Direct Speech as FID allows here to save space 

(which is essential to a newspaper text) and to do without the interviewer’s replicas.  

The same article contains another FID passage. It is the continuation of this very interview but the 

absence of yes and no answers makes it less evident than in the previous example. 

(9) He's heard that most of the guns were Wops— Dagoes, that is. (10) Most gunmen were Wops, 

anyway. (11) A Wop made a good gun. (12) They usually worked in pairs. (13) In the U.S.A. they nearly 

always worked out of a motor car, because that made the getaway much easier. (14) That was the big 

thing about doing a job. (15) The getaways. (16) Anybody can do a job. (17) It's the getaway that counts. 

(18) A car made it much easier. (19) But there was always the chauffeur. (20) Had I noticed, he went on, 

that most of the jobs that fell through were the fault of the chauffeur? (21) The police traced the car and 

then got the chauffeur and he squealed. (22) That was what was bad about a car, he said. (Hemingway, 

1967) 

Some sentences of this passage either have no temporal shift (9, 16, 17) or no time indications at all 

(15). However, they can still be treated as examples of FID due to the presence of character discourse 

markers, namely, slang lexical units Wops and Dagoes for people of Latin origin and the informal verb to 

squeal meaning to tell the police that someone has done something illegal. Resorting to this kind of lexis 

adds credibility to the item, and the present time reference in certain phrases stresses the information’s 

actuality. Sentence (14) has no personal or spatial shifts and is devoid of character discourse markers but 

can be treated as FID because of the evaluation it contains: a journalist is highly unlikely to use a positive 

expression a big thing in reference to an easy getaway from the crime scene. In (19) the word chauffeur 

takes the definite article, which allows to consider it a character discourse marker: to the speaker, an ex-

killer, it is quite a familiar notion, while the journalist, an outsider, would have used the indefinite article 

here.  

The passages finish by the sentence: “That's the type of mercenary that is doing the Irishmen's 

killings for them. He isn't a heroic or even a dramatic figure.” (Hemingway, 1967). The conclusion can 

also be easily drawn from the passages due to the lexis employed. Therefore it can be stated that in this 

particular article FID is also used in the dramatizing function, as it aims at characterizing the speaker and 

carries the author’s evaluation.  

Sentence (23) in the following passage can be regarded as an FID example, although it does not bear 

all the formal hallmarks and can also be considered a narrative report of an act: 

"I banged on the door and a Frenchman in bare feet and trousers opened it. (23) He had no room but I 

could sleep on the floor if I had my own blankets. It looked bad." (Hemingway, 1967)  

The phrase can be attributed either to the journalist or to the Frenchman (and thus is a FID). 

Temporal shift is observed; if the sentence is considered an instance of FID, the use of third-person 

pronoun he can be treated as personal deixis shift. There is no reporting clause, quotation marks are 

absent, the sentence is affirmative. No character discourse markers are present but the character of the 

information tells the reader that these are more likely to be the inn keeper’s words. The stylistic function 

is exclusively documenting, no speaker’s characterization is achieved.  

Another use of FID suggests relying on the speaker’s words, while the journalist does not assume all 

responsibility for them. It presents a dialogue between the author and a porter on a train station: 

"In the cold, grey, street-washing, milk-delivering, shutters-coming-off-the-shops, early morning, the 

midnight train from Paris arrived in Strasbourg. There was no train from Strasbourg into Germany. (24) 

The Munich Express, the Orient Express, the Direct for Prague? (25) They had all gone. According to the 

porter I might get a tram across Strasbourg to the Rhine and then walk across into Germany and there at 

Kehl get a military train for Offenburg. (26) There would be a train for Kehl sooner or later, no one quite 
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knew, but the tram was much better." (27) "One of them told me there would be a train at 11.15 for 

Offenburg, a military train: it was about half an hour to Offenburg, but this droll train would get there 

about two o'clock. He grinned. (28) Monsieur was from Paris? (29) What did monsieur think about the 

match Criqui-Zjawnny Kilbane? (30) Ah. (31) He had thought very much the same. (32) He had always 

had the idea that he was no fool, this Kilbane. (33) The military service? (34) Well, it was all the same. 

(35) It made no difference where one did it. (36) In two months now he would be through. (37) It was a 

shame he was not free, perhaps we could have a talk together. (38) Monsieur had seen this Kilbane box? 

(39) The new wine was not bad at the buffet. (40) But after all he was on guard. (41) The buffet is straight 

down the corridor. (42) If monsieur leaves the baggage here it will be all right." (Hemingway, 1967) 

Linguistic features of the phrases clearly show their FID nature. Sentences (24), (28), (29), (33), (38) 

are interrogative. The formal Monsieur is kept and used as an address in examples (28) and (38), which is 

possible only for Direct or Free indirect discourse. It can be assumed that the direct speech variant for the 

questions would be “Is Monsieur from Paris?”, “What does Monsieur think about the match?” and 

“Monsieur has seen this Kilbane box?” The porter addresses his interlocutor in the third-person; therefore 

there is no personal deixis shift. Clear cases of personal shift are found in Sentences (31), (32), (36), (37) 

and (38).  

Sentences (26) and (27) contain evaluation (the tram was much better and this droll train), so the 

words belong to none other than the porter and reveal his personal opinion. The same is true of Sentences 

(37) and (39). Sentence (30) consists of just one word, an interjection typical of Direct Speech. However, 

it can be considered a case of FID (a character discourse marker) as it appears in a string of FID 

sentences.  

Other character discourse markers appear in Sentences (31), (34), (38). The recurrent phrase this 

Kilbane cannot belong to the journalist as it is a colloquial form of expression with evaluative meaning. 

Thus, it performs the dramatizing function, showing the speaker’s possible education and class, while on 

the other hand it is documenting, as portraying the porter’s speech as it is the author achieves the effect of 

authenticity as if it were a direct quotation. Tense shift is not observed in all the sentences. Sometimes 

there is no tense index at all (Sentences (24), (30), (33); in others the present and future tenses are kept 

(Sentences (41), (42). In (36) the adverb now is left unchanged, referring the action to the present as well.  

Similarly, the last two sentences have no spatial shift (the pronoun here is kept). The pronoun this is 

used in Sentence (27).  

These lines are from an interview with a boxer:  

(43) “How would Kerensky advise a young man to open a pugilistic career? (44) Well, he just picked up 

his skill. For several years he sold papers, (45) and you know how one thing leads to another”. (Kansas 

City Star, December 16, 1917) 

The oral speech marker Well must be noted in sentence (44). In the second part of the next phrase 

time shift is not observed, giving a colloquial shade to the utterance. 

Unlike Hemingway’s, Hunter S. Thompson’s work is not a series of shorter articles but a longer non-

fiction text that follows the American presidential campaign trail of 1972. 

One of the striking features of Thompson’s choice of modes of speech representation is the 

abundance is the absence of the tense shift. The traditional approach would not count these examples as 

FID, but since M. Fludernik’s suggestion to list the tense shifts among the optional features, sentences 

like this also falls within the category: 

(45)”These kids are turned off from politics, they say. (46) Most of ‘em don’t even want to hear about it. 

All they want to do these days is lie around on waterbeds and smoke that goddamn marrywanna...” 

(Thompson 1973). 

The absence of quotation marks is probably the only feature which excludes Direct Discourse here. 

Otherwise we observe no tense shift, expressive lexis (goddamn) and oral speech imitation (‘em, 

marrywanna). There is also the reporting clause (they say). The absence of tense shift is supposed to 

contribute to the feeling of immediacy and link the reportage to the present, without establishing the time 

lapse between the reader and the situation described. Nevertheless, there are a number of canonical FID 

examples: 
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“McCarthy merely shrugged. (47) He had done his gig for the day, and Muskie was jolted.” (Thompson, 

1973). 

The tense (had done) and pronoun (he, his) shifts are observed, and character discourse markers are 

present (gig for the day is what McCarthy and not the journalist call the talk he gives before his voters). 

“This theory was apparently concocted by Muskie staffers, (48) who told other reporters that they had 

known all along that I was up to something rotten - (49) but they tried to give me a break, and now look 

what I done to ‘em: planted a human bomb on the train”. (Thompson, 1973) 

The presence of the reporting clause (told other reporters) and the tense shift (had known, was, tried) 

here are balanced by the imperative that would have been impossible in Indirect Discourse (now look), as 

well as by the character discourse markers of expressive language (informal grammar what I done with 

the omitted auxiliary had and graphic imitation of informal oral speech ‘em).  

FID in Thompson includes not only oral speech but also thoughts: 

(50) ”Was he kidding? I looked to be sure but his face was dead serious”. (Thompson, 1973) 

The sentence type is interrogative as it would have been in DD, but the tense is shifted. 

Finally, we shall look into the speech representation modes used in the New Yorker Magazine. Is 

FID still employed in journalism, after Hemingway in the 1920s and Hunter S. Thompson in the 1970s? 

The tendency today is to combine as many modes as speech representation in an article as possible. For 

example, one and the same piece will contain a canonical FID example from 2012: 

“The friend was confused—she meant the pirate story—but when Rowan’s mother told him about it 

(51) he thought, That would really be impressive”. (The New Yorker, 2012). 

Here we observe the narrative parenthetical (he thought) and capitalization (That) that almost serves 

as quotation marks, but they are nevertheless omitted, and would can be treated as a tense shift (will -> 

would) and not modality (i.e. means of expressing probability). Really is not italicized to graphically 

show where the stress would be in oral speech.  

On the other hand, the same piece features instances of no tense shift: 

(52) “He told me that he began to think, Well, maybe no one really checks these things”. (The New 

Yorker, 2012). 

Same capitalization (Well) is supposed to indicate direct speech, but there are no quotation marks, 

and the tense shifts are not observed (checks), although it should be, given the presence of the reporting 

clause (he began to think). Apparently the present context is preserved here to link the situation not to the 

past but to actuality.  

It is possible that using no quotation mark to point out Direct Discourse is simply the writer’s 

personal manner. However, he does use them occasionally:  

“Spy fiction had recently become an obsession, because, he told me, “the idea of being someone else, 

having a code name, being able to step into a different life, was appealing.” (The New Yorker, 2012) 

Consequently, the absence of quotation marks in both examples above hints at FID and the author’s 

conscious choice not to use DD everywhere.  

Conclusion 

It has been shown in this article, that FID is a mode of speech representation that is used in literary as well 

as journalist writing. The variety of FID found in journalism is basically identical to the canonical FID, 

with the exception of one property (tense shift). The tense shifts are less common in journalism, as one of 

the main aims of this kind of texts is to link the content to the present, and not the past. All the other 

parameters, like pronoun shifts, absence or presence of the narrative parenthetical, and character discourse 

markers (including expressive syntax, lexis, or graphic imitation of oral speech) are used as freely as in 

fiction.  
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