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Advances in the Stylistics of Literature Reading

Geoff Hall

Abstract .

(The University of Nottingham Ningbo China)

Stylistics research has become increasingly interested in questions
of readership in describing and accounting for the meaning of
literary texts. The paper reviews a historical move from more
textual earlier understandings of stylistics to acceptance of the
need to look at literary communication as discourse in contexts,
including questions of readership. Two broad research traditions
are outlined, following Peplow & Carter (2014.), one more
inflected by psychology and experiment, the other more
qualitative in nature, including ethnographies and discourse
analysis. An important puzzle raised for stylistics scholarship is
the degree to which or how exactly language contributes to
meaning making by readers, with apparently contradictory
findings coming out of each tradition. The way forward would
seem to be mutual interrogation of each research approach by the
other with carefully designed studies testing and exploring in
more depth some of the apparent contradictions that have
appeared around the basic stylistic question of the primacy of
language for literary reading experience.

Key words: reading literature; empirical studies of literature reading;

language in literature; stylistics of literary reading; the reader of
literature

Early Formalist stylistics was arguably more interested in form than in

effects ( hence the name ), though Shklovsky notoriously argued for the

defamiliarising effects of foregrounding, while Jakobson later suggested the

function of foregrounding as prompting reader concentration on the linguistic

forms before the meaning in poetic language use. There is thus still a
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caricatural image of stylistics in the minds of some literary critics who do not
read contemporary stylistics research, as pointless counting of words or
identification of recurrent patterns of language use or ‘ deviant’ language items
almost for their own sake. It is true that the early linguists who began to
elaborate stylistics tended to be interested first in the language and second in

the literary meaning. As, increasingly, they did speak about ‘the reader’ ,
' this ‘reader’ was rather abstract, like the reader of reader response critics to
be discussed below, a speculative hypothetical figure or idealized version of
the stylistician’s own reading persona and seemed rather unproblematic:
certain devices would tend to prompt certain responses, it seemed. Even early
cognitive stylistics research tended to follow this tradition of a non-empirical
reader too often (compare Allington & Swann’s (2009) survey of uses of * the
reader’ in stylistics papers published by the key journal Language and
Literature) . A stylistic tic of much cognitive linguistic writing is the use of a
co-optive ‘we’ (‘we understand’, ‘we see’ etc.) never explicitly
identified, but again typically looking suspiciously parochial, actually an

‘“

‘ exclusive we ’ rather than the apparent ° inclusive we ’ offered so
ambiguously by English grammar: as reader, I often cannot recognize myself
as a member of that reading club. Nevertheless, today, Simpson is right to
insist, *‘ contemporary stylistics ultimately looks towards language as
discourse’ ( Simpson, 2014. 8). The best stylistic work is very much
concerned with the study of readers and reception and interpretation as much as
any narrow purely linguistic study of texts in themselves’ even if that very
circumscribed aim were really possible. There is a widespread recognition that
meaning is unavoidable and should be accounted for in the stylistician’s
analysis rather than repressed, ignored or taken for granted as somehow of
secondary interest or pretty much predictable. An increasing interest nowadays
is in the wider semiotic features of texts in fact, not only the linguistics of a
text, because of the wider interest in meaning and meaning effects. With the
growth of discourse stylistics, the approach to text as discourse, contexts,
including contexts of reading, are very much part of the business of stylistics.
* Stylistics is interested in language as a function of texts in context, and it
acknowledges that utterances ( literary or otherwise) are produced in a time, a
place, and in a cultural and cognitive context. These ‘ extra-linguistic’
parameters are inextricably tied up with the way a text ‘means’ ( Simpson,

s



2014; 3 ). The contention of the present writer ( GH) is only that the
acknowledgement of context needs to go as far in practice as it has in
theoretical pronouncements like that of Simpson.

Certainly for stylistics today as throughout its history, literature is first
and foremost linguistic text. It is made of words. The key claim of stylistics is
that linguistic forms and design must influence or even ° determine’ in
stronger or weaker senses, the meanings readers take from texts. The claim is
surely uncontroversial if imprecise. Better understandings of reading, readers,
and readership are nevertheless informing better understanding of how exactly
linguistic meanings may (or may not) influence readings. The fundamental
challenge to be faced by stylistics may be phrased as, ‘How far is reading
language-driven?’ The question is unlikely to be answered by any formula or
quantitative measure, at least in my estimation, but can be clarified through
carefully designed studies and perceptive analyses of data of literary reading
events and practices. To anticipate my later argument, more naturalistic studies
of literary reading must explore actual readings in context to supplement and
fill out understandings gained from more experimental research.

Historically, reader response approaches to literature reading emphasized
the importance of readers in proactively determining meanings, and instanced
the very different interpretations of different readers, or even the same reader
in differing contexts, could produce of the same text. At one end of the scale,
Iser (1978) wrote of ‘concretisations’ and suggested readers follow prompts
in the text being read, joining the dots, as it were, rather than any more
creative or proactive activity. Culler’s (1975) literary competence’ idea also
emphasised that there are better and worse readings of a text, and that these
are driven by accepted protocols of reading, expert literary readers having
learned what to read for and how to talk or write about that reading. The most
extreme and most provocative position in the debate was of course that of
Stanley Fish (1981), who argued that the readings communities of readers
produce have rather little to do with the texts they are reading and more to do
with the preoccupations of that group at that time, so that for Fish accounts by
stylisticians were unadventurous at best or self-deluding post hoc
rationalisations at worst. ( Toolan (1990 ), and later O’Halloran ( 2007 )
provide strong stylistics ripostes to Fish.) Thirty years after Fish, Belsey

(2011) seems to suggest something similar in some of her more recent
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writings when she points to the rather dreary tendency of literature students in
universities, and their teachers and supervisors, to identify workings of
power, gender and the rest in whatever they read. Feminist reader response
( Fetterley, 1978) or others ( Gates, 1992) showed in what was at that time a
revealing move, the reproduction of dominant power relations in a society and
ways of understanding the world through literature reading, particularly
literature reading in the university or other institutions ( learning to read
literature as learning to read from a white male perspective). A fascinating
history of reception like Taylor’s ( 1990) account of meanings taken from
Shakespeare’s writings across the centuries, reinforce this picture of readers
valuing and noticing texts or features of texts for rather extra-textual reasons
( “ contexts’ of reading) , so that the readings they produce tell later readers at
least as much about the earlier readers as about the so-called *text itself’.
More recently Spiro (2011) in a suggestive if somewhat forced quick-and-
dirty experiment, shows the importance of contexts to evaluations readers
make: her readers of decontextualised poems — like Richards’ (1929)
Cambridge undergraduates in the 1920s — demonstrably do not rely on the
linguistic text alone in coming to judgments of literary value, whatever they or
we might want to believe. The basic claim of reader response based on the
kind of work reported above, is that readers read differently, with different
evaluations and different responses to the same text, and that such readings are
not purely determined by the language of the text. The language is only one
factor, perhaps not even the most important factor in driving meaning making.
To repeat, then, the challenge for stylisticians today is to model and clarify
the ways in which language contributes to meaning making in the reading of
literary texts, against a wide variety of non-empirical claims that have been
made.

One response to this apparent challenge from what I have broadly
presented as ‘ reader response’ could be the work of psycholinguists Kintsch &
van Dijk (1978, 1983). van Dijk and Kintsch claimed that we all read the
same plot of a novel, identify the same hero and minor characters and so on,
but we only respond to it differently. This was the idea of the * proposition
base’ + ‘situation model’. As we inference and elaborate away from the
‘facts’ of the literary text, our readings will vary because we bring to bear
differing world knowledge, textual experiences and so on to help us elaborate
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our ‘situation models’. Text World Theory ( Gavins, 2005) is in some ways
a more sophisticated later version of that early work, with some of the same
roots. The issue is perhaps more clearly set out by such models of literary
reading but by no means solved. ‘ The reader’ in the model remains elusive
and at least in earlier versions of such work, is still a pre-empirical speculative
or subjective figure only and rather unproblematic. Such research helps clarify
how variations in reading may occur, but leaves very much still open the need
to explore what actual readers do with actual texts, which is all much messier.
It is interesting, indeed, in this perspective, to see Gavins in her most recent
work appealing to Internet reader comments to help her build a more empirical
account of actual readers’ readings into her analyses of ‘absurd’ literature.
Absurd literature, it is suggested, is absurd to the extent that readers read it as
such, rather than for any essential text-inherent linguistic or genre features
(Gavins, 2013). Stylistics has here moved a long way from its Formalist
origins, including the study of genre considered then as a primarily or even
purely textual phenomenon ( Erlich 1978).

In the best introduction to the stylistic study of literary reading to date,
Peplow & Carter (2014) distinguish two major traditions of the study of such
reading by stylisticians and those in related areas. The empirical study of
literary reading ( ESL) is their first tradition. Naturalistic study of reading
(NSR) is their second. The labels are perhaps not the best. Both traditions are
empirical in different ways, and it is unfortunate if there is any unintended
implication that NSR might be in some way less or indeed not, ‘empirical’.
Nevertheless the distinction is an important one and enables a newcomer to the
field to see the territory more clearly, as well as understanding better the
theoretical positions implied and required to work or even to read in one field
rather than another, or more charitably, what is gained and lost by each
tradition as it seeks to explore and explain literary reading.

ESL has been the dominant research approach to the empirical study of
literature reading to date. ESL is driven in design and procedures by
psychology, so that reading in this perspective is seen as an act that takes
place within the mind of an individual reader. Who °the reader’ might be
and reading in what circumstances and contexts, is of marginal interest for
such studies. Real readers are of course used, but they follow the

experimenter’s instructions, usually reading texts or extracts provided by the
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experimenter in an institutional setting of some kind and answer questions
determined by the experimenter. Reading in one’s favourite chair or on a
station bench, or reading from a screen or a very expensive illustrated
historical edition signed by the nineteenth century author ( and so on) are
considered secondary or even irrelevant issues for the ESL tradition which is
first and foremost concerned with reading as a mental activity in the most
limited sense of the term. This description may sound critical but of course
the argument from such research is that first the basic outlines and major
factors need to be understood; the detail ( the chair, the smell and feel of the
paper, even time of day etc.) will then only be expected to modify the
general picture rather than change it fundamentally. It is an accumulative
rather than holistic or ecological view of knowledge building. Parts can be
added to parts of understanding until the whole structure becomes clear. The
assumption of ESL is the classic stylistic assumption that formal linguistic
features of texts should be at the centre of any investigation of literature
reading, and so the effects of formal texts in carefully controlled experiments
are what ESL research tells us about.

NSR studies, by contrast, seek to investigate as far as possible what
happens when people read more naturalistically rather than to the agenda of the
ESL researcher. Much NSR research has used book club meetings as a site to
study more naturalistic reading, where we might note also, that reading will
be more of a social activity and less of a private and individualized event.
Peplow & Carter ( 2014: 442 ) see this as a ‘ broadly ethnographic’
approach, where research is more about exploration and developing
contextualized understandings than seeking to prove or disprove pre-formed
hypotheses about reading. A drawback of such approaches may be that the
researcher loses control of variables and cannot find answers to the questions
s/he started out with, but the advantage is that issues and factors not
previously considered or downplayed by academic researchers can come to
seem more salient to participants and must therefore be accounted for by such
NSR research.

Steen (1991) is now regarded as a classic early call for research and one
that necessarily at the time privileged ESL research. Steen gives examples of
verbal protocols, ‘Think out Loud’ experiments and calls for more. For Steen
at that time, experimentalist, quantitative testing of the claims of stylistics

o B



