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In André Aciman’s debut novel Call Me by Your Name (2007), the reader is following 

17-year old Elio who develops a relationship with the 24-year old graduate student Oliver 

during a summer in Italy. It is an older Elio who narrates the story and reminisces on the 

experience and the feelings that overcame him in his youth while longing to return to this 

moment in time. Yet, even after reconnecting with Oliver 15 years later, the men fail to relive 

the intimacy they once shared though both have fond memories of their time in Italy. 

While widely disregarded by a mainstream audience since its publication in 2007, Elio’s 

and Oliver’s story gained popularity when the novel’s film adaptation of the same name was 

released ten years later. Stacy D’Erasmo describes the ambiguity of the characters’ romance in 

the book as “as much a story of paradise found as it is of paradise lost” (par. 1). David Clark 

praises the novel for its “acute insights into the nature of desire, first love, [and] selfhood” 

while highlighting how well the film visualizes the ambiguities of intimacy (par. 2). Both novel 

and film deal with similar themes. The focus is Elio’s and Oliver’s relationship, and while 

some scholars have come to criticize their age difference (Sorrentino &Turban, 2018), others 

have praised the novel’s tasteful thematization of queerness and Jewishness (Roden, 2019); 

two aspects the characters share and bond over. 

Contrary to most interpretations of the characters’ supposedly special connection, this 

essay is concerned with the failure of their relationship. It argues for one reason why the 

relationship failed and was destined to fail from the start. That is, the characters assume and 

are categorized by others into certain social positions, which are interpreted as their “true” 

selves, but which fundamentally do not hold up against changing social settings. The 

characters’ failure to acknowledge the multitude of aspects that make up their identity leads to 

secrecy and idealization, which hinders a realistic development of their relationship. 

 

According to poststructuralist thought, the ambiguity of identity is tied to the ambiguity 

of language (Tyson 257). It is commonly acknowledged that language is productive. Steven T. 

Piandatosi and Evelina Fedorenko note: “human languages allow words to be flexibly 

combined in sentences to create new and complex meanings” (145). Humans’ ability to arrange 

and re-arrange sounds, sentences, and phrases in language leads to a plethora of possibility of 
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meaning. In Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide, Lois Tyson presents Jacques 

Derrida’s theories that argue that a language’s “play of signifiers continually defers, or 

postpones, meaning”, so that conclusively, the meaning we perceive is the result of differences 

that distinguish one signifier from another (253). Derrida himself writes in Of Grammatology: 

“[a] name is always caught in a chain or a system of differences. […] The literal meaning does 

not exist, its ‘appearance’ is a necessary function – and must be analyzed as such – in the 

system of difference and metaphor” (89). It is difference that gives a word or a concept meaning 

e.g. the term “man” encompasses a variety of aspects; however, it is through knowing what is 

not considered a man, depending on the criteria of a specific society, that the concept of “man” 

becomes more tangible. In most societies of the Western world, a traditional view would be 

the association of men and manhood with physical strength, rationality and interest in women. 

Now, if a biologically male person who identifies as a man lacks one of these characteristics, 

he is at risk of being devalued by society as weak, emotional, or queer, which is to say interested 

in men, because these characteristics are, traditionally, seen as feminine. Therefore, a “real” 

man would not show such traits. It could be said that a man is seen as a man because he lacks 

aspects of femininity and differs from a woman and other gender identities. Yet the term is 

never fully stable as what makes a man can include different aspects in different cultures and 

times. This instability of language leads to an instability of the self as our discourses are 

unstable, and meaning has to be rearranged in accordance with dominant ideologies at any 

given time (Tyson 256). Rather than consisting of one stable identity, then, an individual is 

fragmented based on the competing ideologies of their society. 

According to Bronwyn Davies and Rom Harré, a process called Positioning is at play 

whereby people assume a subject position in a society’s storyline. A subject position is the 

result of discursive practices in which people assume a role or identity within different social 

realities. Though individuals create their identity through social interaction, they do so 

indefinitely and reconstitute themselves based on changing social contexts (4). There are steps 

that an individual has to take in order to position her/himself successfully; firstly, s/he has to 

learn the categories of her/his society to exclude or include herself/himself and others in a 

group e.g. father/mother, Christian/Jewish, gay/straight. Secondly, s/he has to participate in 

“various discursive practices through which meanings are allocated to those categories”, which 

include various storylines of other subject positions and how they interact with each other (5). 
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The word “father” in itself, has no meaning, other than what the individual learns through how 

others use the word around her/him which, thirdly, leads to a decision that has to be made: does 

s/he fall into the given category or not and how does s/he generally relate to the category? At 

last, this leads to the recognition of the self and one’s own characteristics, which offers a 

membership within a community that has to be upheld through establishing a certain 

perspective on the world (5-6). The individual will perceive her/himself as “that” and therefore, 

will adjust her/his view and opinions to fit this category until s/he might cease to categorize 

her/himself as “that” in one way or another. This can involve using certain vocabulary, wearing 

certain clothes or antagonizing a category that is a perceived opposition to theirs such as the 

good girl/bad girl dichotomy. For Davies and Harré, positioning is precisely this “discursive 

process whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent 

participants in jointly produced storylines” (7). It is important to note that this happens jointly. 

One can decide her/his position by her/himself, but there is also the possibility of interactive 

processes, where someone categorizes someone else who, then, is given the choice to accept 

that position or act against it (7); however, Davies and Harré note that this does not have to 

occur consciously. It is less about actively being aware of one’s position and acting 

accordingly, but rather/more about the internalization of discourses that surround someone. It 

is also difficult to judge if an individual is even perceived by others as s/he perceives 

herself/himself. Realistically, there exist as many positions one can occupy as there exist 

different interpretations of one’s own self and others, possible discourses and social contexts. 

As positioning is primarily a discursive practice, Margaret Wetherell argues for a critical 

discourse analysis approach when revealing the dynamics of positioning in conversation. 

Comparing advantages and disadvantages of critical discourse analysis and traditional 

conversation analysis, she accuses the latter of focusing too much on tiny fragments of 

conversation, thereby missing underlying social contexts which shape individuals and their 

utterances in the first place (402). She argues that “an adequate analysis […] would interrogate 

the content or the nature of members’ methods for sense-making in more depth” (404). The 

question of “why” someone responds in a certain way becomes relevant in this case and can be 

important in revealing subject positions within a group of participants.  
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Just as positioning cannot only reflect realities but also produce them, critical discourse 

analysis aids in offering insight into how language produces meaning. Norman Fairclough and 

Ruth Wodak state:  

 

Discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it constitutes 

situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships 

between people and groups of people. It is constitutive both in the sense that it 

helps to sustain and reproduce the social status quo, and […] it contributes to 

transforming it. (258) 

 

In comparison to conversation analysis which focuses more specifically on linguistic units, the 

approach of critical discourse analysis is broader. As Fairclough and Wodak explain, the 

constitutive aspect of language is important for critical discourse analysts as they aim to 

critique not only how society influences the language of the individual, but how an individual 

uses language that influences society and reinforces or opposes norms. One such influence of 

the speaker is exemplified by Theo Van Leeuwen as he argues that though what encompasses 

“leadership” is ultimately defined by what leaders do, it is discourses about “leadership” that 

change and adjust the meaning of the term (138). These adjustments occur when participants 

in discourse either add or leave out aspects of leadership that might be ill-received or they try 

to legitimize poor behaviors that are connected with the “leadership” of a specific person they 

are partial to. Such adjustments in discourse are done by both Elio and Oliver and have 

implications for their respective positions. Therefore, a critical discourse analysis will be 

employed when analyzing positioning in Call Me by Your Name. It is through what the 

characters say, and do not say, that they position themselves and others. 

To establish how the characters position themselves in the novel, it is important to note 

some key aspects of Elio’s and Oliver’s identity such as their age, personal interests and 

religion. Especially interesting here is the aspect of religion that seems to unite and divide them 

at the same time. Frederick S. Roden argues that their shared Jewishness contributes to Elio’s 

fascination with the other man: “Their brotherhood is deeper because the self’s infatuation with 

the other concerns sameness, as two Jewish men” (200). Yet, despite their shared religious 

background, they are different as Elio’s family is “closeted” and does not practice Judaism 
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openly unlike Oliver who wears the Star of David proudly and openly around his neck. For an 

adolescent boy like Elio, this fascination with an “open” Jew in a Catholic country like Italy is 

only natural and he compares himself to Oliver also because of this, thus only accelerating his 

infatuation with him (201). 

Oliver’s poise is not only symbolized through his religious confidence in the book; 

D’Erasmo notes his “breezily American” attitude which is represented in the way he speaks, 

behaves and carries himself (par. 2). While both are intelligent, Elio’s age and naivety become 

apparent as, on one hand, he is fascinated with Oliver’s otherness, but on the other hand, 

struggles to come to terms with his desire and how to express it. 

Indeed, their age difference is a problematic aspect, but it is not explicitly discussed in 

the novel. Although the two come to find out they share common interests and views on the 

world, Sorrentino and Turban are critical of their relationship. Regarding the film, they argue 

that because of his older age and experienced position, Oliver has “significant power in the 

relationship and the potential to be exploitative” (16 C). Elio might have reacted and positioned 

himself differently to Oliver if their age difference was less significant; however, the essay will 

make an argument for the agency of both participants given that although Oliver makes 

flirtatious attempts which are, after all, misunderstood, it is Elio who boldly admits his desire 

and consequently makes their relationship possible. 

Considering this, one aspect that needs to be looked at is how the characters in Call Me 

by Your Name handle their cultural texts through discourse to position themselves. The setting 

of the novel could by all means be described as academic; Oliver is a graduate student working 

on his Ph.D. manuscript and Elio’s father, Mr. Perlman, is a professor of history. Elio is himself 

quite versed in literature, history, languages, and transcribes music in his free time, so that their 

overlap in cultural knowledge allows Elio and Oliver to discuss and bond over literature, most 

significantly the teachings of Heraclitus and the writings of Paul Celan. A narrative is 

constructed in which the characters relate to and position themselves in various aspects of their 

identity such as manhood, Jewishness and queerness. According to Somers, “people act or do 

not act, in part according to how they understand their place in any number of given narratives 

– however fragmented, contradictory or partial” (618). Even though no one person within a 

community that shares certain ideas or features is the same, people tend to categorize 
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themselves within such communities to be part of a narrative or create their own which 

influences how they construct their identity. The narratives in themselves can continue to be 

incomplete or distort reality, but it is the individual that acts, or does not act, out the narrative 

within their society which in turn creates or completes new narratives for future actors. As an 

example, Stefan Horlacher considers narrative and cultural texts an important factor for the 

construction of masculine identities. By interpreting Erhart’s ideas of acquiring masculinity 

through performing a script which supplies its actors with imaginary ideas and ideals of 

manhood, Horlacher sees a potential for agency and a “creative construction of gender identity” 

in narrative (pp. 78-79). Literature is involved in the construction and shaping of the self, so 

consequently, how Elio and Oliver position themselves is a consequence of knowledge they, 

consciously or subconsciously, acquired through reading, writing and interacting with others 

in their communities. 

It is not just people of the same gender that try to make sense of their existence through 

community and narrative; it is also common for members of religious groups. Vivian Liska 

explores the literature of 20th century German-Jewish authors and their approaches to making 

sense of their position within the community, their own self, and the relationship between the 

two (3). As part of two conflicting communities, she notes how being positioned between or 

on the margins can lead to a feeling of “emptiness” and guilt (15-16). She also notes the 

paradoxical nature and controversies surrounding the Jewishness of Celan’s work arguing that, 

though inspired by and honoring his Jewishness, his poetics were also concerned with its 

applicability outside the community. So much so, that he would extend his identity as a Jew 

towards other poets as a gesture of alliance based on common traditions rather than religion 

(91). Due to the common ground he found with others, he reinterpreted what constitutes a Jew 

for himself and shifted the perception of who belongs within the boundaries of his community 

and who remained outside.  

This ambiguity of the self in relation to community, and the exchange of invitations to 

join in, is equally apparent in Call Me by Your Name. Roden notes Elio’s fascination with 

Oliver as “the second self” (201) but also argues that the queer place both of them inhabit 

through pursuing their connection is “hybrid, like [the] eastern yet German Czernowitz of 

memory”, alluding to Celan’s birthplace (202). Although being torn between two sides presents 
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the struggle of ambiguous identity and insecurity, a union has its own risks. Roden speaks of 

the self losing “its own futurity” when Elio and Oliver finally engage in physical, rather than 

just metaphorical, intimacy and become “one” (204). This interpretation is due to the 

homosexual nature of their relationship which stops them from naturally conceiving children 

and thus, they would fail to continue Jewish history. Their relationship seems very much 

natural on one hand, but there is also anxiety involved that comes with the clash of two aspects 

of identity that might not fit into the same worldview. They clearly care deeply about each 

other, but it goes beyond simple friendship. A homosexual relationship presents obstacles in 

their society such as frequent discrimination and family estrangement. Additionally, a 

homosexual partnership threatens the possibility of a continued bloodline, which is often 

important within religious cultures.  

These aforementioned obstacles can, of course, change over the years. This means that 

in order to analyze how positioning influences the characters and their relationship, it is of 

importance to establish their position at given times; this mainly concerns their shared time 

during the summer in Italy in the 1980s and when they reunite 15 years later. Through a first-

person perspective, it is Elio who describes how he views himself and others around him. To 

begin with their time in Italy, he describes himself early on in the book: 

I was seventeen that year and, being the youngest at the table and the least likely to be 

listened to, I had developed the habit of smuggling as much information into the fewest 

possible words. I spoke fast, which gave people the impression that I was always 

flustered and muffling my words. (9) 

It is important to focus, beforehand, on the fact that the novel is written from the first-

person perspective of an older Elio. The fact that it is Elio who is in control of the story has 

implications for the positioning of all characters as, effectively, it is he who positions himself 

and others through his story in the first place. That is not to say that through his descriptions, 

the social interactions that play out are fake or invented. Although his first-person narrative 

proposes a certain unreliability, Elio has matured by the time he recounts the story and provides 

a less emotional and subjective view on his feelings during that summer. He admits flaws 

regarding the younger Elio’s interpretations of Oliver as they turn out to be disproven by the 

older graduate student, which will be discussed later in the essay. These false interpretations 
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serve as support that, arguably, Elio is to an extent more reliable than not as a narrator because 

his older self is aware of his former misinterpretations.  

Returning to the quotation above, as the older narrator recounts that summer, it is 

apparent that he is aware of his position at that moment in time. The young Elio had learned 

the categories of young and old, as well as internalized the level of relevance they are given 

when taking part in discourses. As a consequence, he acts according to the confines of his 

position while, seemingly, reinforcing the notion of the young, shy child. The act of speaking 

and thinking fast is what defines him. He also thinks rather poorly of himself and often contrasts 

his shortcomings with the ideal image he created of Oliver: “he’s the noble sort, I thought. Not 

like me, insidious, sinister, and base. Which pushed my agony and shame up a few notches” 

(45). Despite what he might believe others think of him, he is not a stupid adolescent which he 

shows through his literary as well as musical knowledge.  During one particular conversation, 

Oliver asks Elio if he had heard of, among others, Paul Celan. “I’m almost a decade older than 

you are and […] had never heard of any of them” (29). Elio retorts that it is obvious that he 

would know as he is the son of a university professor and grew up without television. In this 

moment, “young age” cannot be associated with a lack of knowledge in Elio’s case. He might 

have less life experience, but his academic knowledge is above that of an average youth of his 

age. 

Another aspect of Elio’s identity that correlates to his age is that he, consciously or 

subconsciously, questions his sexuality and manhood when it comes to relationships. As 

Horlacher mentions, literature can work as a representation of manhood around which men 

construct their identity and have the chance to “critically question and reconstruct their own 

masculinity” (82). In Elio’s case, there is a lack of representation when it comes to men who 

are in a situation like him in the texts he is familiar with: “I was still under the illusion that, 

barring what I’d read in books, inferred from rumors, and overheard from bawdy talk all over, 

no one my age had ever wanted to be both man and woman – with men and women” (25). This 

reflection signifies that despite growing up in a liberal household, his deviating interests and 

behaviors in sexuality have not been represented in the greater, contemporary society. He 

wonders how he is a man if he wants to lie with a man and mentions he would want to be a 

woman. It could be discussed if this notion is meant literally as a wish to transform, or 
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metaphorically as he would like to take on the position of a lover that other women allegedly 

have with Oliver. For the sake of this essay, the latter will be focused on as a means to make 

sense of his position as a teenager struggling with his manhood and sexuality.  

Those ambiguities of gender roles relate, of course, to the poststructuralist arbitrary 

nature of language and identity. Tyson notes how “we internalize through language the 

ideological conflicts and contradictions of our culture” but also how, then, one has to make 

sense of these contradictions (257). This process happens through the avoidance of realizing 

the multitude of different experiences that are produced by our given language (258). To his 

knowledge, Elio wants to be a “woman” because he wants to engage in actions that in his 

heteronormative world are associated with women; that is, lying with men or, specifically, 

Oliver. In the time of the 1980s, this can be an impossible or even dangerous pursuit as there 

existed little information about non-heteronormative relationships, which was also often of a 

discriminatory nature. It will be discussed how their relationship is heavily supported by their 

unique situation during the summer they spend at the Perlmans’ home later on. As Elio cannot 

make sense of this categorization of manhood, he turns towards a more traditional behavior of 

manhood to befriend Oliver and find common ground with him: the pursuit and discussion of 

women. 

 When Oliver arrives in the town that is only mentioned as B. in the book, the neighbors 

of the Perlmans also take a liking to him, and especially a girl called Chiara. Elio describes 

how they sometimes spend time with each other on the beach or go dancing together. He feels 

left out as they develop a sort of summer romance that he is not involved in, so that he tries to 

engage in their relationship by talking to each about the other. On one hand he would “turn 

Chiara into the object of man-to-man gossip. It would allow [them] to warm up to one another 

through her, to bridge the gap between [them] by admitting [they] were drawn to the same 

woman”, but on the other hand, “perhaps [Elio] just wanted him to know [he] liked girls (45). 

Both of these plans that Elio follows to get closer to Oliver are an attempt to position himself 

as nothing more than a friend through a stereotypical man-to-man conversation. He plays a 

friend that has no ulterior motives regarding the level of intimacy of their relationship as they 

are both male and supposedly interested in girls and, even more so, the same girl. It is an 

attempt to relate to Oliver, but it is also an action based on insecurity as his forced intrusion on 

Oliver’s private matter is, to an extent, to prove that he is manly, that he likes girls, and 
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therefore, like everybody else. He hopes that Oliver will, in turn, warm up to him and engage 

in friendly chat more often as at that moment in the novel, Oliver’s behavior can turn cold in 

seconds which Elio struggles with as he is so infatuated.  

His attempt to set both of them up has the opposite effect and Oliver asks him to leave it 

be: “His rebuke told me he wasn’t going to play my game. It put me in my place” (45). Indeed, 

by putting a stop to the man-to-man type of chat, Oliver signals to Elio that it is not his place. 

For one reason or another, Elio is not allowed to enter such a level of intimacy with Oliver, 

yet. Oliver’s and Chiara’s romance develops without Elio’s interference and he is put in a 

position where all he can do is watch. Later on, he engages with a girl, Marzia, himself but 

throughout the novel she is more of a means to engage in talk about it with Oliver, distract 

himself from him, and fantasize about him through her. To some degree, it is one of many 

attempts to imitate the behavior of the older more confident graduate student. Only later does 

Oliver tell Elio that he is in fact not interested in Chiara. Elio is confused:  

“But I saw you two.”  

“What you saw was not your business to see. Anyway, I’m not playing this game with 

either her or you.” (52) 

Elio was sure he had read Oliver’s intentions correctly but, as it turns out, he was wrong. 

This could have been avoided if Elio would have simply asked Oliver directly instead of 

interpreting their behavior himself; however, if what he saw was correct, and they were 

engaging with each other rather physically and intimately, it also speaks of a supposed 

contradiction between Oliver’s behavior and his intentions. This aspect of Oliver’s identity will 

be discussed soon, but it is important, for now, to examine how Elio deals with such variation 

in the person that is Oliver.  

Apart from his inner conflict with the categories of gender and masculinity, another 

aspect of Elio that directly relates to positioning has to be discussed; he is aware, but seems to 

be afraid, of change when it comes to their relationship. Even before they actively engage with 

each other, Elio “didn’t much care what [Oliver] did so long as he remained the exact same 

person with others as he was with [him]. Don’t let him be someone else when he’s away” (40).  

This shows an awareness of the fact that people can change when they interact with different 

people in different situations, but it also exemplifies how Elio tries to hold on to one version 

of Oliver that is most likely unstable. He wants the Oliver that is living with them, precisely at 
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that time and during this summer. Elio voices his fears through mentioning that he most feared 

the days when he would not see Oliver for hours. Even if he would spot him from afar in public, 

he elaborates that it “didn’t count, because in the small piazetta […], he seldom gave [him] a 

second look, just a nod which might have been intended less for [him] than for [his] father, 

whose son [he] happened to be” (59-60). With the setting changing from the relative privacy 

of the Perlman estate to the public of the town, Oliver adjusts his behavior towards Elio who 

recognizes it and relates it to his position as the son of his father, Oliver’s superior. Elio could 

choose to challenge this position by walking up to Oliver and joining the public conversations, 

but he does not because he has learned and internalized the ways of politeness and privacy in 

his given communities. Additionally, he is a quiet and shy boy who is still just growing into an 

adult. Therefore, he seems to acknowledge people of older age as his superiors, such as his 

father, strangers and, despite his desire, Oliver. 

Now, this is also an instance where it is clear that Oliver is positioning himself differently 

to what Elio is used to with him in private. Oliver is the character that seems the most 

ambiguous in the novel, also because Elio tries to make sense of him and is repeatedly not 

succeeding. This is exemplified and symbolized through assigning the older graduate student 

different personalities based on the color of swim suit he is wearing on a given day e.g. red 

when he is ill-tempered, green when he is in a good mood or blue for the moments they shared 

intimate, sometimes physical, contact (32). Of course, Elio’s color theory is soon disproven 

and the American remains an enigma (54). 

Oliver’s “breezily American” attitude, as D’Erasmo called it, earns him the nicknames 

of il cauboi and la muvi star from Elio’s mother. He serves as a contrast to the Perlman family 

and specifically Elio himself who envies and admires him for his composure: “Muvi star. Did 

I want to be like him? Did I want to be him? Or did I just want to have him?” (67). By the 

others, he is defined as a person through his catchphrase and farewell “Later” which Elio 

describes in the beginning as “harsh”, “dismissive”, and “spoken with veiled indifference”. He 

is just “another bore” at this point (3). As time goes by, though, Oliver is positioned in a more 

positive light as the family grows to appreciate his cool but charming attitude and his “later” 

becomes a symbol of confidence for Elio that he himself does not possess. This even leads to 

Elio mimicking his catchphrase to appear more aloof when he finds himself in an embarrassing 
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situation (24). For Elio, Oliver is a confident personality who never becomes emotional or 

insecure unlike himself. “Here was someone who lacked for nothing. […] I envied him” (26). 

Within the family, Oliver appears as a polite, unfazed breath of fresh air who seems detached 

from real life worries, but this is not all there is to him.  

Soon, Elio’s mother is “scandalized to learn one day, [that he was] a supreme poker 

player who’d escape into town at night twice a week” (21). It is a more dubious aspect of 

Oliver’s personality that he seems to want to hide from his hosts. After all, a game of poker 

requires the players to be involved in gambling and pretense as they have to mislead to win. 

This information clashes with the interpretation of Oliver that Elio’s mother has. Upon Oliver’s 

negative opinion of a journalist that joins them for lunch, Elio wonders: “How could he 

perceive so many devious turns in others unless he had practiced them himself” (22). Yet, 

rather than concluding that Oliver must be capable of such “devious turns” and developing a 

more distanced and objective view  of him, Elio describes these abilities to read people as an 

“amazing gift” and focuses on how they intuit things in a similar manner (22), so that he can 

tell himself that they have one more aspect in common.  

This discrepancy in the aspects that encompass Oliver’s self and the self that Elio 

perceives him to be is a result of Oliver’s positioning. He behaves and is known in different 

ways when he is with Elio, the whole Perlman family and the strangers he plays poker with at 

night. Davies and Harré state that these positions, which are created in interaction and speech, 

are “not part of a linear non-contradictory autobiography” but fragments of a personhood that 

has accumulated over time (9). Consequently, Oliver’s different positions are not necessarily a 

contradiction but rather separate aspects of what make him himself. The seeming 

contradictions of his personality are only perceived so by Elio and his family because they had 

positioned him as a friendly, laid back and charming American: il muvi star; however, the flaws 

of Oliver’s attitude become apparent towards the end of the novel.  

As Elio interprets “Later!” earlier: “It was also a way of avoiding saying goodbye […]. 

You said Later! not to mean farewell but you’d be back in no time” (33). By adapting the 

attitude that comes with “Later”, Oliver seems to avoid responsibility. There will always be a 

later to do things, to be true to oneself or to say goodbye. In limbo, no closure or end is really 

possible, and people might get hurt. The latter is shown explicitly through Vimini, the ten-year 
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old girl of the neighbors. She shares a birthday with Elio and just like him is very intelligent, 

but “they say [she] may not live long” as she has leukemia (56). Oliver and Vimini become 

close friends immediately. “Never had I seen a friendship so beautiful or more intense”, Elio 

tells the reader (57). Just like with Elio, Oliver’s time with Vimini is running out and even 

quicker. He develops a fascination with her that he otherwise only has with Elio and sometimes 

accompanies her during the day. After Oliver leaves, Vimini confronts Elio about him and 

says: 

“Well, you both left without saying goodbye.” 

“You’re right, we did. We didn’t mean anything by it.” 

“Oh, with you, I don’t mind. But him I do. Very much.” (217) 

Vimini is aware of her own mortality at this moment. There might not be a “later”. Oliver 

always seems to leave without saying goodbye which could not only be interpreted as laid back 

but careless. Just as he gambles by playing poker, he gambles with time. He brings it down to 

luck if the passing of time works out for him or not and consequently avoids some sort of 

responsibility to achieve closure. Even if he does not mean anything by never saying goodbye, 

there is meaning for others that have positioned him as a friend or a lover. 

Oliver’s dilemma shows itself when Elio finally does speak and confesses his feelings. 

Even though he later admits to having actively flirted with the younger boy and seeking his 

company, when Elio attempts to realize their relationship, he struggles to commit himself. 

“Why are you telling me all this?” (72) and “Look, we can’t talk about such things. We really 

can’t” (75). As discussed before, utterances like these are particularly interesting to critical 

discourse analysis. It is the “more hidden and latent inherent in everyday-beliefs” and 

ideologies that present themselves as neutral that can reveal a lot about the characters’ positions 

and the society that they live in (Wodak and Meyer, 8-9). The question of what the things are 

that they cannot talk about is raised.  

Additionally, one must ask why they cannot talk about the things, and what it would 

mean. Here, it becomes important to once more be made aware of not just what is said but the 

time and place that the characters inhabit. Oliver knows that speaking things aloud makes them 

real and definitive. It speaks into existence a situation in which both of them could be 
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marginalized. In the case of their relationship it would position them, brand them, as gay men. 

As an American in the 1980s, Oliver is aware of the consequences this brings. It could cost 

him his academic career and estrange him from his family and friends in the US.  

Elio, in his youth, seems to be a little more naïve. His struggle lies with coming to terms 

with his obsession and intense love for Oliver, less so with their position as an oppressed group. 

Elio’s naiveté is echoed previously when Oliver is picking apricots for Mafalda, the housemaid, 

who comments on their coloration of ripeness: “Youth has no shame, shame comes with age” 

(35). For Elio, Oliver is just Oliver: the object of desire and cause of his emotional turmoil. For 

Oliver, Elio is also male, the son of his superior and therefore a risk as much as a desire. When 

Oliver says he will simply pretend that Elio had never admitted his feelings for him, Elio is 

surprised by him once again: “Well, that was an approach I’d never expected from a man who 

was so okay with the world” (75). The question, once more, is if Oliver truly is as okay with 

the world as he seems, if Elio has created a different picture of him entirely, or if he simply 

chooses to focus on aspects of Oliver’s identity that he prefers and admires. As it is, Oliver 

admits that Elio is “making things very difficult for [him]” (78). What exactly the difficult part 

about their relationship is is left ambiguous. It could be the discrimination he might face in 

society by engaging in a homosexual relationship or the danger of being found out by Elio’s 

parents as the men do not know of the Perlmans’ support at that time. It could also be the 

difference in age that Oliver struggles with. He will have to take responsibility and make a 

decision on how to position himself as well as managing to fit their relationship within these 

aspects of his identity as a man, an academic, and, as Elio will find out, an engaged and later 

married man to a woman. 

Yet, indeed, the closest they come to describe their relationship is “friendship”. Clark 

argues in his article that “friendship’s ambiguity becomes a means to talk about something that 

is too precious, or too raw, to be talked about otherwise” (par. 14). The ambiguity of male-

male friendship is a means for them to avoid labelling their relationship which, effectively, 

avoids some commitment to the relationship itself. Of course, platonic friendship is not to be 

devalued but losing and gaining new friends is conventionally seen and experienced as less 

taxing than romantic relationships, especially ones where two people truly loved each other. If 

anyone feels more strongly about their relationship and mentions it, it is Elio. Before even 
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confessing he tells himself “there will never be a friendship, I thought, this is nothing, just a 

minute of grace. Zwischen Immer und Nie. […] Between always and never. Celan” (70). He 

even writes the phrase in a book which he plans to gift to Oliver. Their relationship is vague as 

it is situated between the positions of friends and lovers. It exists on a metalevel, always 

hanging in the air but also never fully named, never fully realized. When Elio is out with 

Marzia, the girl he seems to like but not as deeply as Oliver, which is why interacting intimately 

with her is easier for him, she appropriately proclaims: “People who read are hiders. They hide 

who they are. People who hide don’t always like who they are” (115). The notation he wrote 

in the book that he aims to gift to Oliver is supposed to be read in secret. It is also through a 

note that Elio initiates their physical relationship: “Can’t stand the silence. Need to speak to 

you” (119). Both of Elio’s notes are writings only he and Oliver, one specific reader, 

understand. It works as a secret language that they share, but it also does not solve anything 

regarding their relationship as it is so non-confrontational. In the end, they will be apart from 

each other and will not commit fully. Their relationship is, was, and always will be, in hiding. 

All of these aspects contribute to why their relationship and connection remain 

ambiguous and questionable even before they engage in it. Apart from showing their true selves 

and actively talking and positioning themselves in the relationship and where it should go, both 

also fail to have the confidence to challenge their pre-existing positions as only platonic friends 

among their heterosexist society. Additionally, both worship each other in a way that is based 

on false ideas. Oliver is not, or at least not only, the cool, unbothered muvi star while Elio is 

not as wise and knowledgeable as Oliver would think him. 

When they first engage in sexual intercourse, Oliver proposes: “Call me by your name 

and I’ll call you by mine” (134). This exchange of name identity is supposed to symbolize their 

unity. Yet, based on what has been discussed before, it is questionable how they can extend 

their identity like that if neither of them knows who they are or hide parts of themselves from 

each other so that a complete picture of neither “Elio” nor “Oliver” is available. This symbolic 

gesture, therefore, is, while most likely well intentioned, not possible to be fulfilled in the way 

the characters might think. In the end, they are bound by their lives and positions outside of B., 

the Perlman family estate and their time in Italy which all served as a sort of safe haven to 

enable their relationship.  
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When Oliver is about to return to the United States, he confesses “I’ve been happy in B” 

(155). Regarding Elio’s fear that his father might know, Oliver simply says: “He’s no fool” 

(157). Both highlight the unique situation they were in to pursue a relationship. Though Oliver 

visited Italy for work in the first place, it was also an escape and vacation from his usual life in 

the United States. He had the freedom to establish himself as someone he might not be at home. 

When revisiting the Perlman family for Christmas, his situation back home becomes clearer. 

“You’re lucky. My father would have carted me off to a correctional facility” (227). Unrealistic 

or not for the time, Elio’s father is very accepting and liberal as he lets the men pursue their 

relationship without judgement. In contrast, Oliver’s father would not have been as accepting. 

Oliver’s position within his family in the US is different and abides by different rules, which 

is most likely one reason for his lack of encouragement to continue the relationship beyond the 

timespan of that summer.  

While staying with the Perlmans during Christmas, Oliver is distancing himself from 

Elio despite their undeniable attraction to each other. When he tells the younger man about his 

plans to get married, Elio is surprised. “But you never said anything”, he answers, and Oliver 

elaborates that the relationship had been “on and off for more than two years” (226). As 

discussed before, their avoidance to talk about their relationship and to discuss its end or 

continuation led to secrets. Elio never had the whole picture of Oliver and Oliver might have 

underestimated how obsessed Elio was with him. 

 When he leaves again, they continue to write each other until their contact breaks off for 

a while. Elio still thinks about Oliver. In a way, he is stuck on him, the time they had during 

that summer and his young self. When they reconnect for a brief phone call, Elio tries to call 

Oliver by his name again, but it fails. Oliver seems to have forgotten and is not the one he used 

to be during that summer. When they meet again 15 years after their summer in Italy, Oliver is 

excited, but he has also been living another life with his wife and children which he now invites 

Elio into by asking him to join them for dinner. Elio declines: “The [I’d love to but I] ‘can’t’ 

did not mean I wasn’t free to visit him but that I couldn’t bring myself to do it. (233)” Elio is 

still so attached to the Oliver that he knew, that he cannot bring himself to be confronted with 

the evolved Oliver that is either new or had been unacknowledged by the younger man before. 

“The very possibility of meeting his family suddenly alarmed me – too real […], not rehearsed 
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enough. Over the years I’d lodged him in the permanent past, my pluperfect lover […]” (233). 

This shows that Elio finds comfort in pretense; however, he cannot easily pretend to feel fine 

when Oliver invites him to dinner. Elio’s older self realizes that, back then, he could not process 

the strong feelings it invoked in him immediately but would have needed to rehearse to appear 

unbothered. At the same time, he still held on to the person Oliver was and had constructed 

during that summer. “Pluperfect” can mean “in the past” as well as highly or better than perfect.  

Yet, it is obvious that Oliver was not perfect in any way, which is a reason why they did 

not end up staying together even if, at least from Elio’s side of the family, there was a chance 

due to the lack of discrimination. It is unclear if the conventional path Oliver chose was his 

true desire or not. Elio wonders if he is not just jealous of the things he had never shared with 

Oliver or did not know about. “Things he had longed for, loved, and lost” (234).  Oliver had 

lived another life, met other people and changed based on that. Yet, over all these years, Elio 

thought of an Oliver that was “stuck in Italy, unreal and spectral” but “now it turned out, not 

only were New England towns very much alive, but so was he” (234). He has to accept that 

Oliver is not a static concept but an individual that is, at all times, constructing and re-

constructing himself in new environments, new places and with new people. The Oliver he 

knew in Italy cannot possibly exist forever but just as Elio feared for Oliver to change when he 

arrived in B., he is still scared of seeing that change manifested in a new Oliver; it is an Oliver 

he might have never known in the first place. 

In conclusion, the significance of the act of calling each other by their respective name 

is to be more interpreted as an idealization of Elio’s and Oliver’s relationship in Call Me by 

Your Name rather than a reality that can be upheld. Although their connection is based on a 

special understanding of the other, a significant part of it is influenced by secrecy and the 

unique setting which enables them to develop a relationship in the first place. Outside of this 

setting, both grow apart, and it becomes apparent that they might not have known each other 

that intimately after all. This is due to the fact that they, as individuals, are constantly 

reconstructing and positioning themselves within their different social settings. There are 

different factors which influence the position of the characters such as age, gender and sexuality 

as well as how their respective communities interpret them as people based on these factors to 

accept or discriminate against them.  
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Although, some factors such as queerness and Jewishness have been analyzed more in 

depth by scholars (Clark; Roden), a paucity of research remains, and the examination of 

different aspects of identity would benefit the understanding of the novel. For example, as both 

men are shown to be attracted to women as well, the topic of bisexuality and its implications 

for the characters and social setting present a relevant possibility of research  

A critical discourse approach has been chosen for its ability to examine and reveal 

underlying ideological forces that the characters are subject to and position themselves in. 

Therefore, it stands to note that in critical theory, the analyst is obviously not exempt from 

those underlying ideological forces. The understanding and interpretation of the text is 

particular to the author of this essay, their experiences and previous knowledge. Thus, a reading 

different to that of the author would be of benefit to shift the ideological view and to incite 

further discussion about the primary source material.  

Another aspect that lends itself to further research, is the first-person narrative 

perspective of the book. As mentioned in the beginning of the analysis, the reader only acquires 

knowledge about the events through Elio’s first-person narrative and memory. It, therefore, 

stands to question whether he is entirely reliable when recounting Oliver and their time in Italy. 

Be it that he distorts the truth or that his memory is incomplete; however, his interpretation of 

their interactions serves as a form of meaning-making that can be analyzed and discussed and 

through which the characters’ positions can, to an extent, be determined and evaluated. Just as 

humans cannot avoid positioning and being positioned, so are the characters of Call Me by 

Your Name acting within positions which define them and which can change indefinitely, so 

that the question of what is in their name will be redefined with every utterance they speak or 

choose not to, with every decision they make.  
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