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Essential Concerns of Modern Stylistics

oL KF HRA

Stylistics is the study of style. But if we don’t know what style is,we can’t understand this
definition. About style, different stylists have different views. For example, Gorgias regards it as
rhetoric , Enkvist regards it as the choice between alternative expressions, Spitzer takes it as devia-
tion,and so on. These different views of style derive from different views of language. Among
those three general views concluded by Cureton,the most influential one considers language as an
organic structure,in which any part of the text stands in a principled relation to other parts and to
the structure of the whole. This is also the background of Halliday’ s systemic stylistics. His
“meaning potential” theory lays stress on the stylistic effect produced by the social nature of lan-
guage. Systemic — functional Stylistics is the main stream of modern stylistics. So in brief, stylis-
tics is the study of style with the application of modern linguistic theory and methods. And the
theory applied in this paper is Systemic — functional Grammar.

In General Stylistics, varieties of language can be divided into dialectal varieties or dialects
according to the language user and the diatypic varieties or registers according to the user’ s use of
language. In diatypic varieties, there are oral language and written language in accordance with
the communication channel; there are formal and informal styles in light of the relationships be-
tween the participants of the communication event; there are languages of law, science and tech-
nology , advertisement , business , news reporting, medicine, etc, according to different social activi-
ties; there are languages of telephone, telegraph, letter writing , etc, in light of the features of infor-
mation transmission,and so on. Through the study of stylistics, we can account for the general fea-
tures of language,use English appropriately in a certain context, and do research and translation
studies in language — related areas.

Systemic — functional linguistic theory is the tool with which we study stylistics. It consists of
six main elements: text,situation, register, code, linguistic system and social structure. In this pa-
per,we will mainly deal with the first three elements and the relationship among them to help the
study of stylistics.

Halliday holds the view of language as meaning potential. The use of language is to make
choices from this potential. These choices result in a text,which is the realization of meaning po-
tential. A text is a semantic unit, which can be oral or written. At semantic level, language has
three metafunctions: the ideational ,the interpersonal and the textual. The ideational function ex-
presses the speaker’ s experience in the actual world. The interpersonal function plays the role of
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setting up and maintaining social relations,and indicating the roles of the participants in linguistic
communication. The textual function organizes the previous two functions, enabling the addresser
to construct texts suitable to the situation and the addressee to distinguish coherent texts from dis-
organized sentence groups. The semantic level is realized by lexico — grammatical level, and the
lexico — grammatical level is realized by phonological — graphological level.

These three metafunctions at semantic level are closely related to the context of situation,
which is composed by field of discourse, mode of discourse and tenor of discourse,simply put as
field,mode and tenor. Field refers to the ongoing activity and the particular purposes that the use
of language is serving within the context of that activity. But it is not equal to topic or subject mat-
ter. For example,the daily conversation between friends belongs to a certain field, but there can
be many topics and changes of topics in the conversation. Mode refers to the medium of communi-
cation. In theory,it can be simply divided into “speaking” and “writing” modes. But in fact, it is
much more complex than that. Impromptu speech can be conversation or monologue. Prepared
speech can be reciting or speaking what has been written. Writing can be for reading or speaking.
Tenor refers to the role relationship between participants in a given situation. It can be divided in-
to personal tenor and functional tenor. Personal tenor shows the relationship between the addresser
and addressee. The addresser has to change his variety of language along with the change of his
role. Functional tenor reflects the intention of communication by language in a certain situation. It
can be phatic, expository , persuasive ,didactic,etc. Therefore it can influence the generic structure
of a text.

Register, according to Halliday, is the semantic configuration chosen by social participants
and usually related to a certain situation type. Since field activates ideational meaning, tenor acti-
vates interpersonal meaning and mode activates textual meaning, register is derived from the se-
mantic system and specified by the context of situation. In brief, register is the semantic variety of
a language,i. e. type of text.

Register is realized in text mainly through the lexico — grammatical system of language in the
form of lexico — grammatical structures. The lexico — grammatical structures comprise transitivity
system that realizes ideational meaning, mood system that realizes interpersonal meaning, and
theme system that realizes textual meaning. Thus the three realization chains can be put in the fol-

lowing chart

context of situation semantic level lexico — grammatical level
field activate ideational realize transitivity system
— meaning —
tenor activate interpersonal realize mood system
— meaning —
mode activate textual meaning realize theme system
— “«—




