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“Thou shalt not be different.” How does Isobel deal with her differences from others? 

 

In the text, ‘I for Isobel’ by Amy Witting, Isobel attempts to cope with her dissimilarity from 

others. Growing up, Isobel is a timid yet imaginative child who considers herself different from 

others. This depiction of herself is largely influenced by her vindictive mother, May Callaghan, who 

emotionally abuses Isobel through her own jealousy and personal problems. Feeling different from 

others elicits constant fear in Isobel, who just wants to be loved and fit in with the rest of society. In 

order to deal with these differences, Isobel uses the tactics of hiding, accepting and trying which 

ultimately supress her own identity and ability to find herself. However, it is when Isobel gives up on 

the idea of fitting in that she discovers writing and can truly deal with being different from other 

people. 

Isobel builds metaphorical walls and hides away from society as a coping mechanism for 

dealing with her differences from others. As a child, Isobel recognises that she is different, as she 

does not receive birthday presents nor receives admiration from her parents, unlike her older sister 

Margaret. In order to cope with these differences, Isobel uses reading as an ultimate escape, in 

which she buries herself into the classics of Trollope and Sherlock Holmes as “birthdays, injustices, 

parents all vanished”. This demonstrates how Isobel utilities reading to escape her divergence with 

her family, enabling her to be “safe behind a wall of her own building.” Isobel also suppresses her 

creativeness in an attempt to deal with her differences. This is largely through the influence of her 

mother who continuously shuts Isobel down and trains her to ignore her creative talent. This is 

demonstrated when Isobel writes about Mrs Adam’s cat called Smoke in a poem, when Mrs 

Callaghan spitefully tells Isobel that she would go to jail for putting Mrs Adam’s name in the paper. 

Isobel likens this restriction of creativity to “a naked infant greased and trussed in the baking-dish 

with an apple jammed in its mouth”, demonstrating how May Callaghan’s vindictiveness causes 

Isobel to hide away from her true talents, as she is afraid that being creative reveals her differences 

from others. Therefore, by continuously shutting herself away, Isobel is able to protect herself from 

the vulnerability of being hurt, in particular by her dissimilarity from others. 

Isobel accepts other people’s perceptions of her throughout the novel in order to deal with 

her differences. She consistently accepts her mother’s judgements of her, not only to avoid the 

tyranny of May Callaghan, but to also fit in with the rest of the family. Mrs Callaghan constantly 

mocks Isobel in relation to seeing a fireball and interrogates her with sayings such as “you don’t 

know what you’re talking about”. By listening to her mother’s opinions of her, Isobel “accepted 

herself as a hopeless born liar” in an attempt to deal with her dissimilarities and fit in with the rest of 

the family. As an adult, Isobel also holds onto the tactic of acceptance to deal with her differences, 

such as accepting that people do not like her. The fellow boarders make it clear to Isobel that her 

sucking up to Mrs Bowers “took [Madge’s] place”, leaving Isobel to accept that “she carried an 

invisible knife, wounding people without being aware of it”, due to her differences. Therefore, by 

accepting other people’s perceptions, Isobel is able to cope with her differences. 

 By trying to fit in with everyone else, Isobel attempts to live up to society’s demands of her 

and be like other people. As a child, all Isobel wants is to make her family proud of her and be loved 

by them. She tries hard to behave to receive her mother’s acceptance of her by believing that 
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“you’re allowed to be good if you want to be”. However, Mrs Callaghan’s deceitfulness in calling 

Isobel an idiot, a liar and a “nasty little beast” demonstrates the narrow possibility of Isobel ever 

receiving love from her family, regardless of her behaviour. The effect is Isobel’s despair of knowing 

what constitutes “right behaviour”, reflecting her will to try and fit in with her family. This act of 

trying is consistent through adulthood when Isobel tries to fit in with the ‘special crowd’. Whilst she 

recognises her similarities with the café group in their love of literature, she struggles to fit in socially 

and makes every effort to entertain them.  She concludes that “making them laugh might make her 

acceptable”, portraying her desire to fit in with others. Whilst Isobel realises that she is still different 

to them, due to not wanting to critique literature and more rather endorse it, this still reflects her 

will to try anything to fit in, demonstrating an attempt to cope with her differences from others.  

 Whilst hiding, accepting and trying give Isobel a mechanism to cope with her differences, it 

is when she gives up on the idea of trying to fit in that she is able to find writing as a creative release 

for being different from other people. The cruelty Isobel is subject to by her family leads her to use 

these tactics throughout adulthood. However, at the end of the novel Isobel has the realisation that 

she is a writer and has “met someone”, which allows Isobel to retreat from society in order to reflect 

on and better understand it. By “giving in to the word factory”, Isobel is able to overcome her fears 

of her differences and deal with her childhood. Hence, she is able to appreciate her individuality, 

which ultimately enables her to find her identity, no longer suppressed by differences. 

 Both as a child and an adult, Isobel tries to deal with her differences from others. She tries to 

hide her true self away from others, in particular her family, which is the result of her wanting to be 

loved and appreciated by other people. Isobel also accepts others’ perceptions of her in order to fit 

in with both her family and fellow boarders. Trying to fit in is much desired by Isobel, demonstrated 

through her willingness to behave as a child and think of appropriate social skills to entertain the 

‘special crowd’. Whilst these tactics enable Isobel to cope with her differences, it is when she stops 

trying to fit in that she finds herself as a writer and accept herself as an individual.  


