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INTRODUCTION

STYLISTICS is a branch of linguistics which applies the theory and

methodology of modern linguistics to the study of STYLE. It studies
the use of language in specific contexts and attempts to account for
the characteristics that mark the language use of individuals and
social groups. Although stylistics sometimes includes investigation of
spoken language, it is usually concerned with the examination of
written language, particularly literary texts. The stylistic analysis of a
text involves the description of a writer's/speaker’s verbal choices
which can be abstracted as style. A stylistician would usually pro-
ceed to discuss the relevance of the analysis to interpretation, the
possible meaning or effect evoked by the adoption of a certain

style.

Language is the primary object of the study of linguistics; and lin-
guists construct theories of language in general or of particular lan-
guages from differing points of view.

The discussion of the concepts of style should be prefaced by
a thumb-nail sketch of some essential aspects of language on
which most linguists agree.
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(i) Language is viewed as a system of different types of linguistic
organization such as phonology, syntax and lexicon. The English
language consists of its patterns of sounds, sets of grammatical
rules and a large body of vocabulary.

(i) Language is also a social phenomenon, or institution, whereby
people communicate and interact with each other. A language of
a particular society is part of the society’s culture. Language
activities operate within social activities. The language of a par-
ticipant in a social activity reflects his social characteristics (such
as his status, ethnic group, age and sex). It also reflects his
awareness of the various factors of a social situation in which he
finds himself. He should adjust his language in accordance with
the medium of communication (speech or writing), the setting
(private or public), the relationship with the addressee (in terms
of the degree of intimacy or social distance), the subject matter
(technical or non-technical), and the purpose (to inform, to per-
suade, etc.).' Appropriate use of language is considered the key
to effective communication. There is the convention that a cer-
tain type of language is appropriate to a certain use. The style
appropriate to public speaking is inappropriate to legal docu- -
ments; the style used in advertisements is ill-suited to a scholarly
article. The totality of language varieties used by a speech com-
munity in all social situations constitutes the VERBAL REPER-
TOIRE of that community. English can be called the verbal rep-
ertoire of the community of English speakers. In this sense, it
subsumes a wide range of varieties, used in all kinds of situa-
tions, in many parts of the world, serving various communicative
needs.

1. e.g. the language used by Lord Froth, a pompous coxcomb in The Doub-
le Dealer (1693) by William Congreve (1670 - 1729).
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The word STYLE, from which “stylistics” is derived, has a number

of definitions. In Investigating English Style, D. Grystal and D. Davy
distinguish four commonly occurring senses of the term “style”:

(i) “Style” may refer to some or all of the language habits (i.e.
* speech and writing habits) of one person. For example,

Shakespeare’s style
Hemingway’s style

(i) The word may refer to some or all of the language habits shared
by a group of people at one time, or over a period of time. For
example,

the style of the Augustan poets
styles of public-speaking
the style of legal documents

(ii) The word may be used in an evaluative sense, referring to the
effectiveness of a mode of expression. For example,

His writing lacks style.

(iv) Partly overlapping with the three senses just mentioned, the
word may refer solely to literary language.

The style studied in this book is “style” in its first and second sen-
ses. “Style” in the second sense is often termed VARIETY by some
linguists who reserve the word STYLE to denote “ personal style”
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(“style” in the first sense). The characteristics of a variety are
generalized from a large amount of samples of different “ personal
styles” in the same situation. On the other hand, a personal style in
a given situation can be seen as conforming to or deviating from the

style conventionally recognized as appropriate. Take the forms of

greeting and farewell for example.

Farewells

Good morning.
Good afternoon.

Greetings

Good morning.
Good afternoon.

{Polite)

(Bye-) bye.
{ Familiar) Hi. See you.
E So long.

In most cases we tend to conform to the convention: we choose a
polite form to greet a stranger or a senior, and a familiar form for an
intimate friend. However, we may, as in example (1), deviate from

the convention to convey a specific meaning.

(1) (After a quarrel between the two lovers)
With a flow of words, she started to argue with him, then she
checked herself and said calmly, “Listen, John, | imagine you're
tired of my company. There’s no sense in having tea together.
| think I'd better leave you right here. ”
“That’s fine, ” he said. “Good aftermoon. ”
“Good-by. ”
“Good-by. ”
(Morley Callaghan, “The Snob”)

In the above example, instead of using a familiar form, John choo-
ses the polite “good afternoon”, implying that he wishes to appear
cold and distant towards his girlfriend after the quarrel.

To sum up, “style” in this book refers to the characteristic
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variation in language use. The term can be applied to both spoken
and written, both literary and non-literary varieties of a language;
and any piece of language in use is the manifestation of a choice, a
choice from the user’s language repertoire (i.e. the range of lan-
guage varieties that are at his command).

NOTE

To claim that style is a choice is not, of course, to claim that the

choice is always conscious, or it is often intuitive.

(i) Style is an integral part of meaning. Example (1) is a case in

point. It gives us additional information about the speaker’s/
writer’s regional and social origin, education, his relationship
with the hearer/reader, his feelings, emotions or attitudes. With-
out the sense of style we cannot arrive at a better understand-
ing of an utterance. Let us look at one further example.

(2) Policeman: What’s your name, boy?
Black psychiatrist: Dr Poussaint. I'm a physician.
Policeman: What’s your first name, boy?
Black psychiatrist: Alvin.

The word “boy” may be used to address a male inferior. In exam-
ple (2) the form is used to address a physician, who is usually ac-
corded high respect in the United States and is addressed as “Dr
So-and-so” (Title + Surname). Insistently using the form “boy”, the
white policeman shows his racist contempt of and prejudice against
the black people.

As EFL learners, we often fail to notice those stylistic subtleties
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which contribute significantly to meaning. Stylistics—the study of
style—may help us develop a consistent method of language analy-
sis and solve problems of interpretation by bringing into focus the
stylistically significant features that we might otherwise overlook.

(i) Stylistics may help us to acquire a “sense of style”. We have
already learned that the key to effective communication is the
ability to use language appropriately. A native speaker of Eng-
lish has acquired over the years a great deal of intuitive knowl-
edge about linguistic appropriateness. He knows how to adjust
his style to different types of situation: at home or in court; with
friends or with strangers; writing a love letter or a scholarly
essay. If we wish to communicate in English successfully, we
too need to develop a “sense of style”, “a semi-instinctive
knowledge of linguistic appropriateness and (more importantly)
taboo, which corresponds as closely as possible to the fluent
native speaker’s” (Crystal and Davy, 1969). But this awareness
of differing varieties of English does not come easily. Much to
our disadvantage, we have not been exposed to the various
language activities in English, in which a native speaker is en-
gaged daily. We cannot hope to develop this sense of style in
the long process of natural acquisition as a native speaker of
English may. Stylistics may help speed up the process of acqui-
sition of the ability by its systematic description of language vari-
eties, by its emphasis on practical analysis, because such anal-
ysis is an enabling device, which, once acquired, will facilitate
one’s sensitivity to language variation.

(iif) Stylistics prepares the way to the intrinsic study of literature. In
the study of literature there are two complementary approaches:
extrinsic and intrinsic. Extrinsic study attempts to interpret a liter-
ary work in the light of its social context, its literary tradition, and



