


TOWARDS A CULTURAL APPROACH TO STYLISTICS

Table 1. Main
TEXT-ORIENTED

FORMALIST

MENTALIST

TEXTLINGUISTIC

approaches to stylistics.
CONTEXT-ORIENTED

PRAGMATIC

RADICAL

EMPIRICAL

3. TEXT-ORIENTED STYLISTICS

a. Formalist

I prefer the term formalist stylistics to what is generally called "lin-
guistic stylistics" because if, as Halliday (1967) points out, stylistics is
the linguistic study of literary texts, then calling it "linguistic" would be
a tautology. A grandchild of Russian Formalism and an offspring of
Structuralism at the peak of its maturity, this approach became more
radical as a number of analysts from the tradition of Practical Criticism
resorted to aspects of linguistics in search of a rigour Practical Criticism
did not offer. Their strategy was to concéntrate on the text as an object
and their main interests remained on the formalistic and mechanical
description of patterns in phonology, lexis, and syntax at sentence lev-
el. In his early years, Sinclair (1963, pp. 98-99) wrote what we can cali
a "declaration of principies" of this approach:

Literature is not a living organism, it is stone dead; it is marks on
paper, or particular frequencies of the sound wave, or the visual and
aural phenomena at a dramatic performance... poetry is the Unes, and
nothing else.

It is this way of dealing with texts which is always criticised when-
ever stylistics is under attack. More recently, Mackay (1996) (1999) has
resumed Fish's (1973) criticism on this particular point. It is true that a
formalist orientation may turn out interesting lists of features and work
for statistical accounts, but it disregards the way literature functions in
context.

b. Mentalist

Also mostly descriptive, this approach follows transformational-gen-
erative grammar and the Chomskyan model which influenced the six-
ties. Toolan (1990, p. 2) criticises it for being too narrow. In his words,
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it follows the "microlinguistic turn of generativism". Mentalist stylisti-
cians valué the relation of language to mind.

A representative example of a mentalist stylistic approach is
Thorne's article "Generative Grammar and Stylistic Analysis" (1981, p. 44).
Here Thorne is concerned, like the early Chomsky, with grammaticali-
ty and acceptability of forms. He equates the definition of stylistics with
judgements on manifestations of linguistic competence. Thorne pro-
poses that a grammatical model be developed for each poem. He also
suggests an investigation on how the surface structure reflects the deep
structure in a specific poem. According to him,

... the basic postulates of both studies (generative grammar explicitly,
traditional stylistics implicitly) are mentalistic. In both cases, the most
important data are responses relating to what is intuitively known about
language structure.

These notions imply a pre-existing norm. Thorne criticises Saus-
surean linguistics, and consequently linguistics stylistics, for being con-
cerned only with what is observable, that is, with "surface structure".
He holds that stylistic judgements belong to the área defined as "deep
structure". Cook (1992, p. 71) points out that the metaphor deep/sur-
face is somewhat pejorative. Surface is associated to "trivial, false and
empty-headed", whereas deep is "serious, genuine and thoughtful". In
this sense, mentalist stylisticians believed they were engaging in more
complex and meaningful analyses. To those interested in this approach,
Freeman (1970) has collected many essays which investigate texts from
a generative-transformational perspective.

c. Textlinguistic

With the development of textlinguistics in the seventies, a new
wave of analysts began working on suprasentential level. Also con-
cerned with form, they differed from formalist linguists, as now they
saw the text as a unit, not as a string of sentences. For instance, textlin-
guists may apply narrative organisation to the study of literary texts.
They may also investigate intersentential cohesión, look for patterns
such as problem-solution (Hoey, 1983) to point out textual macrostruc-
tures (van Dijk, 1977).

It is here that the term discourse also comes into the picture. I want
to make clear that when I refer to discourse, I am only referring to the
written form and leaving out all instances of spoken language. Textlin-
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guists place their work on the level of discourse. In this case, the term
discourse is equivalent to text and can be defined as "a continuous
stretch of language larger than a sentence..." (Nunan, 1993, P- 5). How-
ever, to other linguists, discourse means language in use and as such
implies "... the interpretation of the communicative event in context"
(Nunan, 1993, pp. 6-7). Based on Leech's arguments, Table 2 may help
clarify the main differences between formalist and functionalist
approaches:

Table 2. Formalism vs. Functionalism.

Formalists Functionalists

language as a mental phenomenon language as a social phenomenon

linguistic universals derive from
a common linguistic inheritance
of the human species (nature)

linguistic universals derive from
universal uses to which language is
put in human societies (nurture)

language acquisition explained
in terms of a built-in human
capacity to learn

language acquisition results from
the development of communicative
needs and abilities in society

language is an autonomous system language is related to its social function

As Table 2 indicates, context to functionalists is not only the lan-
guage that surrounds a piece of text, but involves non-linguistic or
experiential situations. This perspective has led to context-oriented
forms of stylistics. Contextualized stylistics is then an abstraction. It is
an umbrella term which refers to all those approaches which consider
literature as an event within a specific situation.

4. CONTEXT-ORIENTED STYLISTICS

a. Pragmatic

Here, communicative behaviour begins to be privileged. Pragmat-
ic-oriented stylisticians look at everyday conversation as a means to
understand literary discourse. According to Leech (1983), it is the ten-
dency to consider the text from an interactive point of view. Fowler
(1979, p. 15) explains: "At a more 'superficial' end of linguistics, illo-
cutionary or pragmatic theory leads us to study explicitly manipulative
constructions such as imperatives, interrogatives, responses, etc. At a
more abstract level, implicature, presupposition, and other assumptions
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... are highly promising for literary theory and analysis". Cárter & Simp-
son (1989) offer a collection of articles which stand as examples of this
approach.

b. Radical

It was Burton in 1982 who coined the term radical stylistics. The
distinctive element of this approach is the critics' search for the ideo-
logical imprint of the text. Like pragmatic stylisticians, ideologically-ori-
ented analysts go beyond text level into the social and historical forces
which influence its production and reception. Burton's arguments are
that if texis depend on sociocultural and political determinants, they
are subject to value-judgement (Eagleton, 1983; Graff, 1990) and these
valué judgements should be discussed in clear terms. A text is a social
construct, a part of a socio-economic, political and literary tradition
(Durant & Fabb, 1990; Montgomery et al., 1992). Pratt (1989, p. 21)
argües that "... an understanding of the social, historical and ideologi-
cal dimensions of discourse can contribute a great deal to the interests
of aesthetics". Van Peer (1991, p. 130) adds that "textuality is partly a
linguistic characteristic and partly the result of socio-cultural forces
which provide the text its place and function within society as a whole".
Birch (1989, p. 167) shows where cultural studies ties in neatly with
literature when he states that stylistics is "a study not just of structures
of language and texts, but of the people and institutions that shape the
various ways language means".

c. Empirical

What I here cali empirical stylistics is the approach that I believe
best accommodates developments in linguistic, literary and cultural the-
ory. It results from advances in what has been known as the Empiri-
cal Study of Literature (ESL). As a movement, ESL began in Germany
in 1973 with the NIKOL research group at Bielefeld University (S.J.
Schmidt, P. Finke, W. Kindt, J. Wirrer, R. Zobel). In 1980, research con-
tinued with a new NIKOL group at Siegen University (S.J. Schmidt,
A. Barsh. H. Hautmeier, D. Meutsch, G. Rusch, and R. Viehoff). In 1987,
the International Society for the Empirical Study of Literature (IGEL)
was founded. One of their main tenets was that text-meaning is not an
intrinsic property of the physical text and that meaning is created in
the process of response. They propose a shift of interest from text to
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text-focusing activities; from structures to functions and processes; from
the literary object to the literary system. Henee, LITERATURE is more
than a collection of texts. It is an event requiring participation of sev-
eral elements involved in the process. Differing from radical stylisti-
cians, they specify these elements. ESL proposes a "new" paradigm where
the literary work is seen in the entire field of social interactions.

Deriving its framework from a constructivist theory of cognition,
ESL involves epistemological, methodological, ethical, and application-
al aspects which may provide theoretical support for contextualized styl-
istics. ESL promotes an interdisciplinary clustering of various theories.
It is a metatheoretical description combining structuralism, construc-
tivism, and reader-response theory with cognitive psychology, biology,
sociology, and anthropology, among other disciplines, and maintains a
strong inclination towards application.

The ESL paradigm for the theory of literature derives from a prag-
matic perspective. ESL valúes the function of the text in the social sys-
tem. Schmidt (1983c, p. 248) holds that:

...texts are no longer regarded as autonomous entities but always in
relation to those actions which are necessarily performed by agents with-
in the system of literature. As a result of this general orientation toward
action, we obtain a model of literature as a social action system, which
can be structurally defined through the causal and temporal relations
between four primary action roles: the roles of producing, mediating,
receiving, and post-processing those actions, objeets, or events which
are considered literary by agents according to the norms of poetics inter-
nalized by the agents.

The system of aesthetic communication then comprehends the fol-
lowing acts and roles:

Acts
production
mediation
reception
post-processing

Roles
* authors, etc.
* books, publishers, etc
> readers, etc.
* critics, etc.

Schmidt does not limit himself to the written text. He describes aes-
thetic communication in general, but for the sake of economy and
focus, I am concentrating only on the written text. If we take the four
functions and the four roles Schmidt proposes, we may come up with
the following diagram:
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Background

Diagram 1. Text and Actions.

According to this model, the text results from a dialogic interaction
between different participants. Production, reception, mediation and
post-processing are performed by different actors who influence the
way the text is perceived and evaluated and bear with them their own
history. Production is carried out by the writer, a cultural product who
brings into the event his/her assumptions and beliefs. The reader, also
a historical being, is responsible for the reception. Post-processing is
the critic's job. Invested by the community with power to evalúate texts,
the critic is a kind of gatekeeper who can, to a very large extent, do
or undo texts and writers. Finally, mediation is a very complex func-
tion carried out by many actors, from editors and publishers to adver-
tising companies, through, in our case, teachers, schools and educa-
tional systems. Therefore, what I propose as empirical stylistics is the
study of the sociocultural implications of the choices and effects that
are responsible for the creation of instantial meaning in a text, which,
in its turn, results from the articulation of different sociohistorical
agents.

I believe I have refuted the four major arguments against stylistics
above. What I claim is that there is nothing wrong with stylistics. It is
the interpretive model one adopts that will direct the choice of which
features will be seen as responsible for the perception of effects and
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how one contextualizes them. The much referred to metaphor of styl-
istics as an interface can thus be expressed in the diagram below:

Diagram 2. Stylistics as Interface.

According to this diagram, the language model one holds or the
approach to literature and cultural studies one has will affect the kind
of stylistics one carries out. For instance, if we investigate a text from
a pragmatic perspective, we will see interactional patterns (as, for instance,
interpreting dramatic texts based on speech act theory); if we take a
micro-linguistic model, we will see significant NP structures; a feminist
perspective will notice ideological patterns of thought expressed
through the use of, for instance, transitivity patterns or speech repre-
sentation. A position based on the tenets from the Empirical Study of
Literature will investigate the agents responsible for the production and
processing of the text.

Therefore, the time has come for us to stop looking at stylistics as
impermeable to change or to ways of reading. Stylistics -or the study
of how the language of a text a certain community decides to cali lit-
erary- goes hand in hand with developments in linguistics, literary and
cultural theory. It is an interdisciplinary venture. I argüe against a mono-
lithic and for a pluralistic definition of stylistics.

5. STYLISTICS IN THE CLASSROOM

After travelling through this theoretical landscape, we can now
arrive at the classroom. Also a product of the seventies and mainly
interested in helping students develop a more systematic interpretation
of texts, what has been called work in pedagogical stylistics (Cárter &
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