
I won’t comment on the irony of reading 
for ignorance, because Burns leaves that 
unspoken as well.

Aside from the reading, middle sister 
also draws community attention for her 
rumored relationship with a high-ranking 
political dissident known as the milkman. 
That rumor is false, but no one believes 
her. Middle sister isn’t dating the milkman, 
she’s being stalked by the milkman. Which 
makes her one-year-old “maybe-relation-
ship” with her partner, “maybe-boyfriend,” 
rather tricky. Not to mention, maybe-boy-
friend is from the “community down-the-
road,” and he’s also from the “wrong reli-
gion.” But middle sister barely has time to 
think about all of that while also navigating 
tenuous relationships with family mem-
bers stratified by opposing views.

Written in stream of conscious style, 
the language is as heady and nonsensical 
as The Troubles themselves. But the lan-
guage is also whip-smart and wonderful. 
It asks for time and attention. And when 
put in, it offers great reward. Milkman is 
what author Zadie Smith would refer to as 
a “difficult gift,” or, as David Foster Wallace 
says, art which “forces you to work hard 
to access its pleasures, the same way 
that in real life, true pleasure is usually a 
by-product of hard work and discomfort.”
And to be clear, Milkman is a difficult gift. 
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Middle sister, full of striking commentary 
and wit, is the 18-year old narrator of Anna 
Burns’s latest novel, Milkman. And mid-
dle sister, well, her trouble begins with 
her whole habit of reading-while-walk-
ing. Because that’s not done where she’s 
from. And where she’s from, you do 
what’s done.

Recipient of the 2018 Man Booker Prize, 
Milkman, takes place in an unnamed town 
of Northern Ireland. A town that many 
speculate is based on Burns’s own home-
town, Belfast. Published by UK’s Faber 
and Faber in May, the US edition was only 
just published in December by Graywolf 
Press. The book follows middle sister as 
she navigates social norms during The 
Troubles, Ireland’s ethno-nationalist con-
flict in the 1970s. Middle sister is known 
within the community as a “beyond-the-
pale,” which is the phrase used to de-
scribe people who don’t conform to the 
unspoken, yet deeply revered standards 
of her community.

As mentioned, middle sister gets this 
reputation from burying her nose in nov-
els as she walks. She claims it’s for inten-
tional ignorance. Because seeing what’s 
going on around her is knowledge and 
“knowledge didn’t guarantee power, safe-
ty or relief and often for some it meant 
the opposite of power, safety and relief.” 
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divisive amongst the literary community 
for its verbose style.

The novel is also criticized for a lack 
of action. But while contained and more 
frequently taking place within the internal 
world of middle sister, the limited action 
really mimics the silence of so many of 
the book’s characters. Silence in which 
they don’t say what they want to say 
because of the fear of conflict. Silence 
in which the women feel trapped out of 
duty to “feminine convention” and sexual 
politics. Silence in which readers are re-
minded of their own inabilities or anxiet-
ies for articulation.

Milkman is beautifully written, but re-
ally, it’s most brilliant for what it chooses 
to leave unspoken—which is any sort of 
solution to political and social division. 
Instead, in Burns’s silence she lets the 
reader choose to speak up and begin 
that conversation. Maybe because read-
ing is really knowledge, and knowledge 
is really power.

Really. Punctuation is erratic. Sentences 
go for walks down the page. And the writ-
ing is hard to digest because it often feels 
too close to home. Burns writes, “There 
was the fact that you created a political 
statement everywhere you went, and 
with everything you, did, even if you didn’t 
want to” and “It seemed, listening to him, 
that if a person was determined, they 
could make an argument out of anything.” 
Although Milkman takes place forty-some 
years prior, middle sister’s existence feels 
hauntingly similar to the ever-divisive po-
litical era we know, which makes Burns’s 
writing a treasure to work through now.

Much of middle sister’s life is governed 
by this sense of political division. Burns 
writes, “‘Us’ and ‘them’ was second na-
ture: convenient, familiar, insider.’” But 
mostly her life is ruled by words and the 
delineation, fear, and power they illicit. In 
middle sister’s community, words are far 
scarier than the threat of violence. Be-
cause words mark, categorize, and parti-
tion. They draw boundaries.

Perhaps this is why none of the charac-
ters in Burns’s novel have a proper noun 
name. Maybe it’s why Britain is called “the 
country over the water,” and Ireland re-
ferred to as “the country over the border.” 
Perhaps this too, is why the novel itself is 


