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FOREWORD 
 

The BS English is being offered by the Department of English of Allama Iqbal 

Open University for the students who are interested in the fields of linguistics and 

literature. This programme is exclusive in the sense that it will provide study 

guides for all the courses written especially for the students of AIOU to introduce 

the concepts in an effective and simple manner. Furthermore, it will be effective 

from the viewpoint of students and researchers in implementing their knowledge 

in the classroom setting and/or research setting. 

 

The BS English study guides aim to include all possible queries that students may 

have and gently stimulate their intellect to probe into further questions. The 

course intend the professional development of the students in various disciplines 

of linguistics and literature using versatile methods adopted by course writers 

while writing the units. The topics and ideas presented in each unit are clear and 

relevant. Owing to the same reason, the text is comprehensive and accessible to 

students having no prior knowledge of linguistics and literature. 

 

The BS English study guides are a powerful tool even for BS English tutors 

teaching in various regions, focusing upon a uniform scheme of studies for all the 

courses. Also, these courses will help tutors by providing adequate teaching 

material for independent teaching. All study guides strictly follow the 

standardized nine-unit sub-division of the course content for optimum 

understanding. The short introduction at the beginning provides an overview of 

the units followed by achievable learning objectives. The study guides also define 

difficult terms in the text and guide the students for accessible learning. The units 

are finally summed up in summary points and the assessment questions not only 

guide students but help to revise the content developed upon previously formed 

concepts. Moreover, they provide links and a list of the suggested readings for 

further inquiry.  

 

In the end, I am happy to extend my gratitude to the course team chairman, course 

development coordinator, unit-writers, reviewers, and editors for the development 

of the course. Any suggestions for the improvement in the program/courses will 

be fondly welcomed by the Department of English.  

 

  

Prof. Dr. Zia-ul-Qayyum 

Vice-Chancellor  
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INTRODUCTION 

Dear Students, study guide on the course of Stylistics is envisioned to familiarize 

you with the broad overview of the field of stylistics and its place in the domain 

of linguistics and literature. It highlights several crucial concerns of the domain 

by explaining what stylistics is, what its goals are and how it can satisfy the 

concerns of a literary scholars as well as linguists. The units also summarize the 

criticism levelled against this genre and a response to that criticism. The study of 

literary texts with a focus on the features of language can be traced back to 

classical rhetoric. The modern stylistics, however, is influenced by the concepts of 

literary criticism as well as structuralism in the mid-twentieth century. Initially 

Stylistics was considered as a more formalistic approach due to inspirations from 

structuralism, the field is now open to a variety of analytical and methodological 

techniques by the influence of pragmatics, sociolinguistics, cognitive and corpus 

linguistics. The initial lack of interpretative freedom stemming from reliance on 

limited analytical tools available in structuralism and classical rhetoric is no more 

a hindrance. The vast canvas of analytical and methodological approaches due to 

recent developments in the sub-fields, i.e., discussed earlier, of linguistics helped 

to interpret literary texts in new ways and insights. This helped to add a richer 

understanding of literature by using the lens of Stylistics. Some of the theoretical 

influences along with illustrative exemplary analysis are discussed in different 

units. This study guide, henceforth, is planned to cover major aspects to equip our 

BS students with basic knowledge and skills in the discipline of Stylistics. 

Overall, it expands the comprehension of literary criticism as well as structuralism 

and other sub disciplines related to Stylistics. Moreover, the study guide also 

provides a practical application of the transitivity system on the selected passages 

of literary works for illustrative purposes. This can also facilitate comprehension 

of the transitivity system and enables students to carry out their independent 

analysis of literary texts of their choice.    

This course can be fully beneficial, if you go through it completely and attempt all 

the exercises assigned to you at the end of each unit.  So, it is hoped that this 

study guide will be a comprehensive aid in understanding and developing basic 

knowledge and skills in Stylistics. 
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OBJECTIVES 
 

After having read the complete study guide on Stylistics, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the domain of ‘stylistics’ as a sub-discipline of linguistics. 

• DISTINGUISH between literary stylistics and linguistic stylistics: 

o Enlist the goals of stylistic analysis 

o Identify the functions of stylistic analysis 

• Apply an idea about the ways of doing ‘stylistics’ such as: 

o Significance of methodologies and theories 

o Steps of doing stylistic analysis 

• RECOGNIZE the position of stylistics in the domain of literary criticism 

and linguistics for analysis of any kind of text. 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various theories used in 

‘stylistics’ such as: 

o Defamiliarization 

o Foregrounding 

o Parallelism 

o Deviation  

• Conduct Stylistic analysis using different techniques  

• RECOGNIZE the ways in which these techniques help uncover meaning in 

the literary texts. 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various levels of analysis such 

as: 

o Phonological/Graphological 

o Morphological 

o Syntactic 

o Semantic  

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various types of verbal 

processes in the system of transitivity such as: 

o Material 

o Mental 

o Behavioural 

o Relational 

o Verbal and  

o Existential  

• CONDUCT stylistic analysis of passages taken from the literary works 

using the modal of POV 

• RECOGNIZE how the type of modal shading in various POV categories 

helps to uncover meaning in a fictional narrative. 
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• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within 

pragmatic theories including: 

o Conversation analysis 

o Cooperative principle 

o Politeness and  

o Speech act theory  

• DIFFERENTIATE between a recount and a narrative 

• ENLIST and EXPLAIN the six units of a narrative identified by Paul 

Simpson 

• ANALYZE stories using Simpson and Labov’s models 

• KNOW about the key concepts in corpus stylistics to carry out stylistic 

analysis on various literary texts 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within 

the corpus stylistics including: 

o Word list 

o Keyword list 

o Concordances 

o Collocates   
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit provides a broad overview of the field of stylistics and its place in the 

domain of linguistics and literature. It highlights several crucial concerns of the 

domain by explaining what stylistics is, what its goals are and how it can satisfy the 

concerns of a literary scholar as well as a linguist. The unit also summarizes the 

criticism levelled against the domain and a response to that criticism.  

 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the domain of ‘stylistics’ as a sub-discipline of linguistics. 

• DISTINGUISH between literary stylistics and linguistic stylistics: 

o Enlist the goals of stylistic analysis 

o Identify the functions of stylistic analysis 

• Apply an idea about the ways of doing ‘stylistics’ such as: 

o Significance of methodologies and theories 

o Steps of doing stylistic analysis 

• RECOGNIZE the position of stylistics in the domain of literary criticism and 

linguistics for analysis of any kind of text. 
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1.1 WHAT IS STYLISTICS? 
 

Stylistics is a sub-discipline of linguistics. In simple words, stylistics is concerned 

with ‘the study of style in language’ (Verdonk, 2014, p. 3). The breakdown of the 

word as ‘styl-’ and ‘-istics’ shows it is the study of ‘style’ from the point of view 

of linguistics. The common meaning of style in everyday usage is understood as a 

distinct design of something or a specific way of doing something. We may refer 

to someone’s elegant style of dressing or old-fashioned style of a house or a piece 

of furniture. Similarly, style in a language may be used by the speakers or writers 

in a specific manner. However, in stylistics, we are not just concerned with what 

makes the style as distinct, but also why it is distinct, what purpose it is made to 

fulfil, and what effect it can have on the listeners or readers. With this 

understanding, we can reach a general definition by Peter Verdonk, who defines 

stylistics or ‘the study of style’ as ‘the analysis of distinctive expression in language 

and the description of its purpose and effect’ (2014, p. 4).  

 

There are several views and perspectives towards stylistics as provided by various 

experts in the domain. Predominantly as a method of linguistic analysis, it emerged 

as an approach to study literature. In this regard, it is also labelled as ‘Literary 

Linguistics’. According to Widdowson (2013), stylistics is meant to provide 

‘linguistic orientation’ to literary discourse (p. 3), while in Toolan’s (2013, p. viii) 

view it is the ‘study of the language in literature’. This view of the approach makes 

use of linguistic analysis to serve literary traditions. The author of a literary work 

may choose a distinctive style of language to achieve a particular purpose or to 

create a particular artistic effect on the readers. This can be done by the choice of 

certain ‘forms’ and ‘structures’ over the others which may stand out from the rest. 

For example, certain sounds or stress patterns in a poem may be preferred over the 

others to create the intended effect. Similarly, certain grammatical patterns such as 

phrase structures can be preferred to have a particular effect. In this manner, the 

readers and critics may be able to recognize what has been used to create their 

interest or affect their emotions and what has been left out. The deviation from the 

commonly used forms is one way of achieving that particular artistic effect that 

may interest those who study style. The literary critic may use stylistics to study 

those markers of style that are adopted by an author for a particular impact on the 

readers. 

 

Probably one of the significant developments in the field is a movement from strict 

adherence to the analysis of literary texts to all types of texts for stylistic analysis. 

Not all texts requiring linguistic analysis may have significance due totheir literary 

effects. Some texts may require some systematic way to study style to meet more 

practical or ideological concerns. For example, some texts may be well known for 
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creating a persuasive impact on its audience or for propagating certain ideologies 

to control their audience. Therefore, both literary, as well as non-literary texts, can 

be used for stylistic analysis (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010). Depending upon the 

focus of analysis, the term literary stylistics is used for the analysis of literary texts 

whereas linguistic stylistics is used for the analysis of non-literary texts (Jeffries 

and McIntyre, 2010).  Other than the focus on the kind of texts, the difference also 

lies in the way analysis is approached. While the term linguistic stylistics is used 

distinctively to interpret a literary text in the light of linguistic techniques, the goals 

of linguistic stylistics, however, are also aimed towards some contribution to the 

linguistic theory or linguistic model used. Most of the approaches are focused on a 

combination of these goals. This book also takes this approach towards the analysis 

of texts, where both the literary and non-literary texts are considered as worthy of 

stylistic analysis.  

 

1.2  DEFINING ‘LINGUISTICS’ AND ‘LITERATURE’ 
 

Before moving on to the issues and developments in the field of stylistics, it is 

crucial here to throw light on some defining differences and concerns of the 

domains of ‘linguistics’ and ‘literature’. The students with some previous exposure 

to the fields may know the differences very well, but new learners may need some 

familiarization to the philosophical issues of the domains.  

 

During the course of history, the differences between the two domains are deepened 

and the emergence of stylistics has enabled the literary critics to voice their 

differences more explicitly. It is difficult in principle to find consensus on various 

definitional and conceptual aspectsin both the domains. In fact, both domains are 

considered as belonging to two different provinces and have been unable to 

understand each other during history.  

 

Linguistics is a field that studies and observes language generally as a human mode 

of communication as well as specific realizations and characteristics of many 

languages such as English, Urdu, Malay, Arabic, among others (Chapman, 1973). 

Literature is a rather unusual use of language and a small area of interest for analysis 

among other larger concerns of language forms and their use.  

 

Literature is primarily the product of language. It can have varying purposes such 

as to express and evoke certain emotions, to amuse, to preach, and to bring 

reformations and so on. This can be achieved through various forms and structures 

or in other words genres. So, literary authors may be interested in writing drama, 

novel or poetry. In addition, these are works of imagination, which may have ‘a 

quality beyond the use of words to convey referential meaning’ (Chapman, 1973, 
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p. 3). This use of language would be somehow less than and loosely distinct from 

‘everyday’ and ‘normal’language use (ibid).   

 

These definitional perspectives might be helpful in providing some insights into the 

issues discussed further in this unit. Stylistics, being a sub-discipline of linguistics, 

makes use of theoretical and methodological depth of linguistics for describing the 

patterns of language use in literary texts crafted to achieve specific artistic effects.  

 

1.3 THE NEED AND GOALS OF STYLISTICS 
 

Interpretation of meaning revolves around the relationship between author, reader, 

and text. Stylistics keeps on building theories and models to clarify various aspects 

of this relationship (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010). Stylistics depends heavily on 

theoretical and methodological approaches prevalent in other sub-disciplines of 

linguistics such as psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, cognitive linguistics, 

feminist linguistics, and corpus linguistics. The aim of explaining the relationship 

between reader, writer, and text is not confined only to the formal properties of 

language but also considers contextual features. By form, we mean the structure of 

language at various levels such as word, or syntactic structures, whereas the 

function of language is related to the purpose or goal the text is used to fulfil. The 

function of a text is determined based on various situational factors under which a 

text is produced, such as the times of text production, writer of the text and the type 

of readers for which the text is crafted, thus determining the context of the text in 

question. This is expressed through the reliance of stylistics on the context-free 

movements of linguistics such as structuralism to the wider context-related 

perspectives provided by pragmatics and sociolinguistics (Jeffries and McIntyre, 

2010). It may be kept in mind though that the emphasis on contextual features can 

be a part of the stylistic study, the text and description of language stay at the centre 

of analysis. Some of the goals of stylistics are discussed below. 

 

1.3.1 Texts and their functions 
 

As mentioned earlier, the analysis of style includes discovering the purpose or 

effect of a text.  The texts that we frequently encounter in our everyday lives include 

newspapers, magazines, or a menu. One of the features on the basis of which we 

can recognize texts is their text type or genre. The uses of language for some 

specific purpose, such as for academic lecture or news broadcasting, require 

recurrence of certain features over a period of time, thus determining their genre 

and having a specific ‘style’. This requires the use of certain features of language 

more than others within the texts formulated for these purposes. It is easier for us, 

and is part of our everyday knowledge, to understand the purpose of a genre due to 
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its recognizable social function(s). Social events fulfill social purposes. The events 

may make use of language and may have a distinct structure. For example, the 

purpose of a newspaper story is to inform the readers about some significant event, 

or a menu is to make the customer buy food out of the available variety of options. 

A non-linguist can pick up these features through intuition whereas linguists 

analyze these features through some modes of description (Chapman, 1973) as 

provided by the methods of stylistics. It may be noted however that the occurrence 

and use of such features may vary with a particular context and situation.  

 

The textual features of a genre may vary and there can be overlaps among genres 

depending upon how they are used and at times exploited by the writers or speakers. 

For example, political speeches are delivered by the politicians with the intention 

to convince the audience of their opinions and legitimize their actions without any 

presence of doubt. The role of a genre and subsequently its features are highly 

dependent upon its social function but these functions may vary or 

author’s/speaker’s hidden intentions may also affect their choice. Therefore, the 

text type and the style adopted may come in conflict. Consider the growing role of 

corporate culture in academic genres such as university websites which may have 

a primary informational purpose to guide the prospective students but may have 

hidden promotional purposes of attracting the students. The genres thus developed 

for the informational purpose may resemble the features of advertising genres due 

to some hidden unidentified purposes (Fairclough, 1992). In this regard, the concept 

of ‘register’ is useful for expressing the presence of distinct features dominant in 

texts belonging to particular genres. A particular style, such as ‘legal style’, 

‘religious style’ or ‘advertising style’, is used through the adoption of a ‘register’. 

The users of language may intentionally adopt different registers at the workplace, 

at home, or with friends, for example. Therefore, the rationale behind stylistic 

analysis emerges from different ways users may express themselves in a given 

context. Their choices are reflected through the selection of linguistic features and 

arrangements as recurring or regular patterns and structures.  

 

1.3.2 What functions can a literary text fulfil? 
 

The previous discussion focused on the role of social function for texts that 

belonged to non-literary genres. It is comparatively easier to relate the features of 

such texts on the basis of their social functions since the texts belong to immediate 

social situations and have, to an extent, defined purposes in a given social context. 

The question then arises for the texts that are not related to social life and fall in the 

domain of literary genres. Thus, for literary genres such as poetry, novels, and 

plays, how can we determine the textual function?   
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This question is difficult to answer since a particular literary text maybe written 

keeping in mind a variety of purpose/s by the author. However, there are a few 

observations that we can make regarding the nature of all literary genres. The 

foremost feature about them is that they have no direct relation with our immediate 

social life. This is primarily because there is no worldly social context existent in 

such texts. Since they are removed from the immediate social context, such texts 

are not governed by the immediate social constraints and conventions. They can, 

however, exist as mere representations of the social world and provide us with 

alternate ways to express ourselves. The removal from social context allows writers 

of literary genres to make peculiar or distinct uses of language and break the norms 

and conventions of language for making readers experience certain intended 

emotions. The effect of such usage might be different on each individual due to 

their own background experiences and personal attitudes. Such language use may 

provide us as individuals an escape from the social boundaries of life and 

experience emotions in our own way. The function of literary language thus is ‘not 

socializing but individualizing’ (Verdonk, 2014). The very fact that non-literary 

texts have their meaning derived from their context of occurrence makes the 

significance of such language as temporary. In contrast, the imaginary context of 

literacy texts generates a feeling of constancy. Consequently, in the light of this 

discussion, the idiosyncrasies and ingenuities of language use carry more 

importance in literary texts than everyday language use due to its capacity to arouse, 

satisfy or disappoint our emotional experiences.  

 

Therefore, stylistics helps in describing or explaining a particular literary text. It 

can explain the principles underlying the choices made by the writer/author of the 

text. As explained earlier, the goal of stylistic analysis is to study the style of a text, 

which can be further used to achieve the following: 

1. The analysis of a literary work can be aimed to showcase the individualistic 

style of an author through which the writer stands out and is known for that 

peculiar style. Writers may possess or adopt a unique style that may reflect 

their individual idiosyncrasies. Famous authors are known for their 

individualistic style such as Shakespearean style or style of Charles Dickens. 

It is difficult to identify all features of an author’s works but the focus of 

analysis can pertain to the identification and interpretation of peculiar and 

salient aspects of an author’s style.   

2. It can be used to highlight the choices made by an author to make a text stand 

out or reflect the requirements of a domain. A text can be made different 

through some drastic deviations from the norms of language and genre. The 

deviations can be studied by making comparisons with commonly used genre 

conventions and language varieties to see how an author makes his/her work 

noticeable. 
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3. The style could also be analyzed to point to the times to which a text belongs 

and can be used to highlight certain characteristics peculiar to that time such 

as the Victorian era or style of Old English. This type of analysis accounts for 

the features common to a particular group of people at a particular point in 

time. Careful attention is required in this regard to the selection criteria in 

order to generalize language habits to that particular group.  

4. A stylistic analysis maybe conducted to highlight the use of language in a 

particular social context or situation. Instead of exploring the peculiarities of 

language use, this type of analysis focuses more on the effectiveness of the 

language used. It aims to analyze how well a text fulfils its intended purpose 

through the careful choice of language forms and structures.  
 

A stylistic analysis could focus on various levels of linguistic analysis including 

graphological, syntactic, lexico-semantic, pragmatic and discourse. It can study 

various figures of speech as well as organizational patterns of texts to analyze style. 

The upcoming chapters provide ways of analyzing texts through these 

techniques/tools.  

 

1.4  CRITICISM ON STYLISTICS 
 

The debate about whether to make literary language an object of linguistic study 

was very much part of early developments in the field of modern linguistics. The 

views of Ferdinand de Saussure, known as the father of modern linguistics, were 

against the use of literary language for linguistic analysis.  Similarly, literary 

scholars have been critical towards the analysis of ‘literary language’ from a 

linguistics point of view. The ‘literary language’ was considered by them as some 

distinct form of language, as found in some ‘grand’ or ‘canonical’ works of 

literature, clearly different or superior from the ordinary language and beyond the 

scope of any rigorous system of language analysis (Fowler, 1971). Their criticism 

is based on several concerns. Some of these concerns are listed below. 
 

1. It is too scientific: 

The use of rigorous procedures for analysis, mathematical tools, technical 

terminology, frequency counts and its treatment of empirical data is severely 

criticized by literary scholars.  

2. It is too mechanical: 

The mathematical ways of analysis are considered as undermining the artistic 

expression of literary works.  

3. It reduces the stature of literary work: 

Some critics consider it highly disrespectful to even talk about great literary 

works in such mechanical and scientific terms. They consider such analysis 

as insulting great authors and works.    
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4. It shuns prescriptivism: 

The interpretation of a text by a literary critic encouraging a certain prescribed 

reading may get rejected by the ‘disrespectful’ and mechanical treatment of 

literary texts.  

5. Alienates literary scholar:  

Literary scholars working in the tradition of literary criticism feel discouraged 

and alienated by a rigorous treatment of literary texts.  

 

Nevertheless, stylistics provides a careful examination of literary texts regardless 

of multiple criticisms aimed against the field, some of which are discussed in the 

next section. 

 

1.5  ANSWERS TO THE CRITICISM 
 

A much debate covered above mentioned different views regarding the place of 

literary texts/discourses in a linguistic inquiry. As discussed earlier, stylistic 

analysis is concerned with both literary and non-literary texts, a common criticism 

towards the field is that greater emphasis is laid on to the analysis of literature. 

Moreover, literary critics consider it disrespectful for the ‘canonical’ works of great 

writers to be treated for frequency counts and technical analysis procedures. If 

linguistics is a field that studies human language, it can be safely said that all literary 

authors are humans and concerned about the careful and artistic use of language to 

document their experiences and perceptions about various phenomena during their 

life. Any systematic inquiry that claims some description of language and its 

features cannot separate itself from the study of literature. This reason alone is 

enough to give a scholarly attention to such discourses of literary significance. In 

all circumstances, literature is an instance of language and can be taken up for the 

purpose of linguistic investigation.  

 

Stylistics has provided literary scholars with a variety of options to look at a literary 

text. When viewed from this perspective, stylistics has emerged as a successful 

approach to address the concerns of a literary scholar who might have felt 

constrained due to a lack of relevant terminology to express an emergent or 

developing phenomenon. Much of the traditional literary analysis relied upon the 

classical rhetorical analysis. Contemporary literary works published lately have 

relied upon various postmodern techniques and a mixture of modes to express a 

phenomenon. The domain of linguistics has advanced enough to provide a range of 

methods and theories to explain various phenomena relevant to explain 

contemporary literary works which the classical rhetoric may not be able to explain. 

It has provided a better opportunity to study the works of modern dramatists, 

novelists, and poets in the light of contemporary developments in the fields of 
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narratology, feminism, sociology, psychology, and cognitive sciences by providing 

a melting point for these perspectives in the domain of linguistic studies.  

 

The dispute over the use of stylistics analysis mainly arises out of the concerns that 

intuitive knowledge about meaning and interpretation of a text should be relied 

upon when analyzing a particular literary text. In this regard, it is argued that a 

linguistic analysis should not be aimed at replacing intuitive knowledge but in fact, 

the analysis should begin from this and help towards supplementing it. To reach a 

consensus regarding the interpretation of meaning, it is necessary to base it on some 

evidence reached through a systematic inquiry, which stylistics aims to provide. If 

otherwise, it is difficult to reach towards a satisfactory interpretation and to prove 

that the meaning derived from the text is not based on some personal impressions 

and ill-founded assumptions. A similar text, for example, could generate different 

responses from multiple critics. That is fine if opinions about a text are grounded 

in the data. This problem can be resolved through an appropriate linguistic analysis 

reached upon a thorough knowledge of linguistic forms and structures expressed in 

the light of the purpose they intend to fulfil. Thus, stylistic analysis can clarify any 

ambiguities of interpretation.  

 

However, an understanding and acceptance from literary circles at an equal level 

are also required to develop this field further. 

 

1.6 ‘DOING’ STYLISTIC ANALYSIS 
 

We have learnt so far that stylistic as sub-discipline of linguistics keeps language 

at its centre by analyzing literary texts through the lens of linguistic. The stylistic 

analysis has been able to give a new orientation to the study of texts and has become 

a powerful discipline in its own right despite previously existing approaches in 

linguistics such as descriptive grammar for the study of textual features and 

pragmatics and discourse analysis for a focus on context along with the text 

 

1.6.1 The question of data 
 

Before conducting any stylistic study, one of the important concerns for a scholar 

is the choice of data. It involves resolving issues regarding the type as well as the 

amount of data selected for analysis. As discussed earlier, the data may arise out of 

literary as well as non-literary discourses. The choice of data would be dependent 

on the purpose of analysis and the phenomenon considered as interesting and 

researchable by a scholar.  
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As with choice, the amount of data would also be dependent upon the research 

goals. If the goal of the analysis is emerging out of the concern that how well an 

author has been able to convey a particular thought in a peculiar manner, a single 

piece of art such as a short poem can be sufficient to reach up to the desired 

conclusions. However, if the goal analysis is broader and the scholar intends to 

study the peculiar style of an author or poet, analysis limited to one work of that 

author might not be sufficient. The data in such case may comprise of several works 

selected out of all the available works of that author. The selections made must be 

representative of the works of the selected author. Being representative means the 

work is eligible enough to qualify as belonging to that particular author and is a 

good example to measure the intended style in the body of his/her works. This may 

involve the use of specific sampling procedures to select a number of representative 

works. A large amount of data may require building a large-scale corpus (electronic 

collection of data) comprising of thousands of words. It may be noted that a small 

amount of data would mean an in-depth analysis with a greater focus on the context 

while interpreting meaning. However, the larger corpus could mean less focus on 

context while analyzing the data.  

 

1.6.2 Theories and methods 
In order to carryout a stylistic analysis, a range of texts, theories and methods can 

be employed. As discussed earlier, the beginnings of stylistic studies were 

motivated by the need to study literary texts, the techniques for analysis of texts in 

this hybrid discipline became popular for the analysis of non-literary texts as well. 

Now the approach is used to analyze a variety of texts from literary as well as non-

literary domains. The emphasis, however, is still on the analysis of literary texts 

mostly written in nature.  The awareness developed through analysis of style can 

help readers interpret everyday texts, such as media or political discourse, in greater 

depth as well. It provides an opportunity to look at the persuasive power of 

discourses by making use of the techniques of classical rhetoric.  

 

The history of stylistics goes back to classical rhetoric and poetics but it primarily 

emerged out of Russian Formalism including key figures such as Roman Jakobson, 

Victor Shklovskii and Boris Tomashevskii. The movement, highly influential in the 

early 20th century, was concerned with studying the properties and features of 

literary language. A crucial concept in the movement, called defamiliarization, 

pertains to the presentation of the familiar in deviant ways for the readers or 

viewers for the sake of artistic and literary effects. The movement left a great 

impact on the field of stylistics, especially with respect to the concept of 

foregrounding. These concepts would be explained in detail in the coming 

chapters.  The theoretical emphasis of structuralism developed by Ferdinand de 

Saussure remained dominant to account for the grammatical and lexical features of 
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the prominent literary effects. The theoretical landscape of stylistics afterwards has 

expanded to include new theoretical aspects coming from contextual approaches to 

the analysis of texts. Such developments involved the incorporation of theoretical 

insights from other sub-disciplines of linguistics such as pragmatics, discourse 

analysis, cognitive linguistics, corpus, and computational linguistics, feminist 

linguistics and critical discourse analysis. They have helped towards the 

development of further sub-disciplines of stylistics such as cognitive stylistics, 

feminist stylistics, corpus stylistics, and discourse stylistics.  

 

The wide range of theoretical perspectives available for stylistic research also 

means greater room for methodological options. Mostly, the methods are 

influenced by the models generated by the chosen theoretical perspectives to 

analyse language. For example, an analysis of metaphors and visual imagery in a 

poem from a feminist perspective may be influenced by ‘qualitative’ text 

interpretation methods. The need for ‘quantification’ of linguistic features in a large 

number of data may require computer-dependent methodological options. In such 

cases, help for tools and methods can be taken from the domain of corpus 

linguistics. It may be noted that qualitative research aims to find ‘why’ and ‘how’ 

of a phenomenon by providing explanations mostly through non-numerical data. 

Quantitative research, in contrast, relies on mathematical and statistical analysis for 

findings answers to the research questions.  

 

Traditionally, stylistics has mostly relied upon qualitative methodologies for 

exploring salient features of the language. However, the emergence of corpus 

linguistics has enabled the computer-aided quantitative and statistical approaches 

that fall under the label of ‘corpus stylistics. This is a new emerging sub-discipline 

that is greatly helping towards answering some of the questions pertinent to stylistic 

research through quantitative methodologies and reliance on statistical analysis. 

While both the qualitative and quantitative methodologies have their own merits 

and constraints, reliance on qualitative methodology enables in-depth research and 

may also involve the use of context in the interpretation of textual data. This type 

of research can also lead to some generalizations in the patterns uncovered in a 

particular inquiry or questions for future inquiry based on the data analysed. 

 

An important issue that should be taken care of while developing methodology is 

maintaining the repute of stylistics as an academic discipline. In order to qualify as 

an academic discipline, stylistics is expected to be objective in its approach. Here 

what we mean by being objective is different from the objectivity required in purely 

scientific and engineering disciplines. The objectivity here pertains to the 

availability of enough evidence and conclusions based on the empirical or practical 

analysis. Simpson (2004) has identified three principles crucial for a reliable 
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stylistics’ research. He has termed them as three ‘Rs’ (pp. 3-4) which are explained 

below.  

1.  Rigorous: 

Rigour is related to consistent and clear results. The transparency in methods 

and analysis will help other researchers to come up with similar conclusions 

if they follow the same methodology. 

2.  Retrievable: 

This would require the research to be clear enough to allow other researchers 

to trace the path of research easily. The ambiguity in research methods is a 

hindrance to retrieving the research process. It stops the researchers from 

testing the results and conclusions.  

3.  Replicable: 

This aspect is related to providing enough evidence in conclusions and 

arguments so that the same research can be verified as well as challenged. The 

claims if presented explicitly can be countered and falsifiable if they are open 

enough to allow replicability.  

 

1.6.3 Steps for Stylistic Analysis 
 

As a stylistic is enough to have knowledge about the structure of language in a 

given text, the features of language that are significant in that text, a way to analyze 

those features and to interpret them in a given context. The following steps may be 

involved in stylistic analysis.    

 

1.  As mentioned before, the intuitive knowledge about a text can guide the 

upcoming systematic stylistic inquiry. The intuition can help identify the 

features of language that stand out in each textual and contextual situation. In 

this regard, some previous linguistic knowledge can aid in precisely defining 

the stylistically significant features of a text.   

2.  The subjective knowledge gained through intuition must be tested through 

some objective mechanism which is precisely what a stylistic analysis is 

supposed to do. In this regard, there is a need to develop some methodological 

and analytical approaches for the analysis of the identified features of the 

language. This involves decisions regarding what to do with these intuitively 

identified features.  

3.  Some general patterns can be observed in the identified features.  The 

functions of these features can be identified based on the purpose intended by 

the author in a given context.  
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EXERCISES 
 

1.  What is meant by the term ‘style’ in stylistics? Define stylistics and explain 

the need for the existence of the domain of stylistics.   

2.  Is there any strict criterion of differentiating between literary and non-literary 

texts? Justify your answer with examples.  

3.  What are some of the reasons given by literary scholars for resisting the use 

of stylistics for analyzing literary texts? Are these criticisms justified? How 

would you counter such criticism? Elaborate.  

4.  Select a short piece of literary and non-literary text. Then answer the 

following questions. 

 a.  What are the salient/prominent features of the literary text? 

 b.  What are the salient/prominent features of the non-literary text? 

 c.  What purpose do these features fulfil in the given texts? 

 d.  Are there any drastic/significant differences between the features of 

language prominent in the two texts? If yes then why, and if not then 

why not?   

5.  Identify the goals of stylistic analysis. 

6.  What care has to be taken while selecting the data for stylistic research? What 

are the factors that can affect such choices? 

7.  What are some of the considerations taken into account while conducting a 

stylistic analysis to ensure the research is reliable and falls within the 

requirements of stylistics as an academic discipline?  

8.  What are some of the steps involved in carrying out a stylistic analysis? 

9.  ‘The analysis of a literary work can be aimed to showcase the individualistic 

style of an author through which the writer stands out….. Famous authors are 

known for their individualistic style such as Shakespearean style or style of 

Charles Dickens. It is difficult to identify all features of an author’s works but 

the focus of analysis can pertain to the identification and interpretation of 

peculiar and salient aspects of an author’s style’. In the light of this view, 

conduct the stylistic analysis of the following poem and discuss the 

peculiarities of the poet’s style: 

 

Imperishable Truth of Beauty 

 

Saw in a dream a girl blending classical and romantic eras 

A wide and deep forehead with three lines on likes a clergy woman 

Deep and glittering eyes with an unimaginable power of absorption 

Smooth and silky cheeks free from worries to reflect sun’s beams 
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Soft murmur and curved shell ears made to listen to the music beats 

A long and artistic neck as made with soft and delicate mud vessels 

Raspberry heart shaped lips to speak truth and romance 

Wide shoulders to reflect the resilience and zeal to be a companion of warrior 

White aquiline nose reflects uprightness of her character and purity of soul 

Silky long straight hairs provide shadow to shoulders and charismatic face 

I woke up in the dream and advised to the beauty that abridged eras 

Stay in veil for some more times before appearing in this perishable world. 

 

 (Dr. Malik Ajmal Gulzar) 
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit historically traces the theoretical foundations of the field including the 

influence of rhetoric, poetic, and structuralism on stylistics. Some of the crucial 

pioneering techniques of stylistics such as foregrounding and parallelism are also 

explained with the example of analysis. The influence of rhetoric, poetics and 

structuralism are also traced and explained in the unit.    

 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• EXPLAIN about the theoretical foundations of ‘stylistics’ as a sub-discipline 

of linguistics. 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various theories used in 

‘stylistics’ such as: 

o Defamiliarisation 

o Foregrounding 

o Parallelism 

o Deviation  

• Conduct Stylistic analysis using different techniques  

• RECOGNIZE the ways in which these techniques help uncover meaning in 

the literary texts. 
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2.1  THEORETICAL INFLUENCES ON STYLISTICS  
 

The study of literary texts with a focus on the features of language can be traced 

back to classical rhetoric. The modern stylistics, however, is influenced by the 

concepts of literary criticism as well as structuralism in the mid-twentieth century. 

Initially considered as a more formalistic approach due to inspirations from 

structuralism, the field is now open to a variety of analytical and methodological 

techniques by the influence of pragmatics, sociolinguistics, cognitive and corpus 

linguistics. The initial lack of interpretative freedom stemming from reliance on 

limited analytical tools available in structuralism and classical rhetoric is no more 

a hindrance. The vast canvas of analytical and methodological approaches due to 

recent developments in the above-mentioned sub-fields of linguistics helped to 

interpret literary texts in new ways and insights. This helped to add a richer 

understanding of literature. Some of the theoretical influences along with 

illustrative exemplary analysis are provided below. 

 

2.2  POETICS AND CLASSICAL RHETORIC 
 

A more recent history of stylistics focuses on the influence of Russian Formalism. 

However, the developments in stylistics can be traced back to earlier developments 

in rhetoric and poetics. The fields of poetics and rhetoric can be termed as historical 

forebears of modern stylistics (Burke, 2014).  

 

We can relate much of the developments in poetics to Aristotle. The earlier work 

on critical literary theory can be attributed to him.  Three points are central to his 

theoretical enterprise: mimesis, catharsis and plot structure. Mimesis is related to 

the imitative nature of a work of art such as poetry. In his book Poetics, he considers 

poetry as a form of art or skill. In his views, mimesis is a basic instinct in humans. 

These views are in contradiction to his teacher Plato’s views who believed the 

poetic mimesis or ‘copy’ as a means to distract and misguide people. Aristotle’s 

work deals with understanding the nature and parts of poetry from the formalist 

perspective.  However, his work also tackles the issues of aesthetic appeal and 

psychological impact of a poetic work, which much resembles the concerns of 

modern stylistics with its focus on readers and their expectations. A greater part of 

the book is dedicated to tragedy. Catharsis is described by Aristotle as a method of 

‘cleansing’ the soul and mind of the audience because of the generation of intense 

emotions of fear or pity due to witnessing the suffering of the tragic hero. This 

cleansing helps towards making a person more sober in his/her attitude and 

behaviour towards others. The plot structure as given by Aristotle comprises of 
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hamartia, peripeteia and anagnorisis. Hamartia is the tragic flaw that a protagonist 

has, which leads to peripeteia or a turn of events culminated by anagnorisis or an 

act of recognition by the protagonist of what happened as a result of the ‘fatal 

mistake’.     

 

The work of Aristotle had far-reaching effects on works in the Renaissance period. 

Among Roman poets and literary critics, the works of two writers were inspired by 

Aristotle’s views on poetry and other literary genres. This includes impactful works 

of The art of poetry by Horace and On the Sublime by Longinus. The works 

contributed towards the theoretical understating of the concepts such as poetic 

function and style. The work flourished the ideas that it is the combination of 

natural talent of a poet along with his creative use of language, style, and figures of 

speech to generate a particular effect on the audience in order to achieve poetic 

excellence. These ideas not only relied heavily on rhetoric but also paved the way 

for the concepts in modern stylistics such as ‘foregrounding’ and ‘deviation’. 

 

The historical foundations of rhetoric as a field of knowledge can be traced back to 

the fifth century BC with the efforts by the scholars of the ancient Greece such as 

the famous rhetorician Corax, who offered paid services to teach the people ways 

to deliver logical and persuasive speeches in law courts to help reclaim their stolen 

possessions from tyrants. Such tasks were also carried out by the Sophists who 

mastered and taught the art of rhetoric to the rich and aristocrats of the day. Their 

students paid for gaining eloquence and artistry in public speaking to win their 

battles of words at work. Plato was against these Sophists as he believed the 

arguments should be won by logical reasoning and truthfulness instead of ‘artistic’ 

use of style and emotion, which can trick people and cause misrepresentation. We 

witness the mastery of rhetoric in the famous speeches of Isocrates, a teacher in 

Athens, who redeemed the elements of eloquence and style as essential components 

of real rhetoric along with logic and truthfulness. He regarded stylistic aspects and 

emotive language as crucial components instead of abhorring them.  

 

Along with the contributions of these scholars, the greatest contribution to the 

classical rhetoric is made by Aristotle through his oldest complete work in the field, 

Art of rhetoric. In order to carry out argumentation, language is a mean along with 

some other structures and strategies. Thus, the act of convincing the other of a 

standpoint requires some means. Aristotle identified ‘external’ means that include 

proofs, statistics and such means outside the text that do not require extra effort to 

create them. The other type is ‘internal’ means of persuasion that require artistic 

use of language for convincing the readers. These artistic means are crucial for the 

art of rhetoric and include logos (the appeal to logic), pathos (appeal to emotions) 

and ethos (appeal to ethics). Logos are solid reasons provided for the sake of 
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argumentation. Pathos is the use of specific emotional appeals for the sake of 

moving the audience. Ethos is concerned with the credibility, esteem and character 

of the speaker or writer which adds to the effect of convincing. Aristotle also 

mentions the arrangement of arguments and style as crucial to the art of rhetoric. 

Some of the elements of style mentioned by him, such as clarity, rhythm, metaphor, 

and syntax, are foundational concepts in modern stylistics. The choice of style 

features can lead to complex and artistically appealing texts as well as simple and 

everyday texts. The concept thus laid foundations for the analysis of stylistic 

features of some texts as distinct from everyday texts as expressed through the 

concepts of foregrounding and deviation in the later developments in the field.  

 

2.3  STRUCTURALISM 
 

By the early twentieth century, the advances in structuralism were fruitful for laying 

the foundations of stylistics. The foundations of structuralism were laid by Swiss 

linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. The ideas propagated by Saussure and published as 

Cours de Linguistiquegénérale were not written by him and published from the 

lecture notes taken by his students after his death.  This section discusses the 

influence of structuralism on the field of stylistics.  

 

Among the key concepts of structuralism that were influential for laying the 

foundation of stylistics are the concepts of langue and parole.  Langue is the 

abstract system of language and the resources available to the users, while parole is 

the actual use of that system. The abstract system of language as a resource exists 

as a social system available to everyone in a particular society, whereas parole 

exists at an individual level based on the patterns of usage. The system of language 

comprises of linguistic signs which further comprise of signified and signifier. 

These components of sign give identifying features of sign in the form of its verbal 

representation and mental image. For example, the linguistic sign ‘fish’ is identified 

through its acoustic representation as /fɪʃ/ and the mental image of fish.  

 

Another important concept of structuralism involves the placement of a sign within 

the system which is determined in relation to other signs. This concept is crucial 

since it helps determine the place of a word in relation to the other words. We are 

able to identify what ‘fish’ it by identifying it in relation to other animals like dog, 

cat or snake. Similarly, we are able to differentiate the sound /fɪʃ/ from the other 

sounds in the system. So a sign maintains its value in the system due to its 

distinction from the other signs in the system. Saussure also proposed an arbitrary 

relation between the word and the object it represents and denies any natural 

relationship between them. The concept of linearity is also crucial in the system of 

language as all signs come in a sequence to make them meaningful. This horizontal 
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or ‘syntagmatic axis’ is opposed to a vertical or ‘paradigmatic axis’, which 

represents the axis of choice. One word is selected at a particular place out of a set 

of available options that could fit into that place.  
 

The concepts of langue and parole proved crucial for the development of 

structuralism and also contributed towards stylistics. The difference between 

langue and parole helped towards the development of the concept of phonemes or 

actual sounds and the system behind the production of sounds as phonology. 

Further, the norm of the system as represented by langue and their actualization in 

texts helped to interpret the linguistic deviations carried out by literary authors. 

Such choices found their explanations in Russian formalists’ concept of literary 

‘foregrounding’. The poetic function can be fulfilled through various combinations 

among the axis of choice and axis of combination, to achieve various artistic effects.  
 

2.4  RUSSIAN FORMALISM 
 

The modern stylistics is indebted to Russian Formalism for laying down its 

theoretical foundations in the early twentieth century. The ideas about the nature of 

literature as propagated by the Russian Formalists originated in the Moscow 

Linguistic Circle which was founded in 1915. The junior member of the circle 

included Roman Jakobson, the father of modern stylistics, who later inspired 

French Structuralism. He was intrigued by uncovering the properties of literary 

texts to identify their ‘literariness’. The Russian Formalists believed that 

linguistics can help in the identification of the features of language which make 

literary texts stand out or different from the practical texts. Therefore, the 

theoretical positioning of stylistics (also called as ‘poetics’ by Formalists) as 

emerged from Russian Formalism involves the distinctiveness of literary language. 

Besides, it was a visible move from confining the literary scholarship to ‘limited’ 

and ‘inadequate’ interpretation (Stockwell, 2009) to more evidence-based, rational 

and systematic inquiry.    
 

This formalist view of language (with an emphasis on the literariness of texts) is 

not absorbed very well with modern stylisticians. The concept of ‘literariness’ has 

often been questioned since it is difficult to pinpoint the exact difference between 

the literary and ‘practical’ text since texts are dependent on the context and 

situational dynamics for their interpretation (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010). Despite 

the criticism, it is difficult to map the analysis of literary language without taking 

into account the formalistic features of texts. No matter how much reliance is there 

on the cultural, historical, and social nature of texts for their interpretation, any 

inquiry in stylistics has to rely on the linguistic tools for reaching its meaning.    
    
The theoretical contributions of Formalists are still part of grounding modern 

stylistics and its practical analysis through varying methods. The reliance on the 
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form here in Formalism is not to be taken as a negation of the substance or meaning 

of the message but its study in relation to the meaning. The centrality of form in the 

expressions to be studied is not negated even now in the field of stylistics. An 

important theoretical contribution of Russian Formalism to the field of stylistics is 

‘defamiliarisation’ as explained in the next section.    
  

2.4.1 Defamiliarisation 
 

The beginnings of stylistics can be traced back to the movement of Russian Formalism. 

The theoretical foundations of stylistics are still dependent upon the movement 

especially with respect to an important concept of defamiliarisation. The purpose of 

the movement was to distinguish between the properties of literary language and 

ordinary language. The term was first used in 1917 by Viktor Šklovsky. 
 

Formalists believe that literary language is clearly distinct from the ordinary 

language. As discussed before, there is a strong and well-founded criticism on the 

clear distinction between literary and ordinary language. If creativity and eloquence 

of language are taken as a criterion to measure that, the test would fail, for example, 

for real-life oral texts full of such devices. The speeches made in political contests 

or religious sermons are full of creativity and eloquence. According to formalists 

(see for example Šklovsky 2012[1965]), what makes literary language distinctive 

is its quality to present the ordinary as ‘outstanding’ and the familiar as 

‘unfamiliar’. The ordinary language, since it is strongly tied to the immediate social 

context, is unable to generate ‘reflexivity’ or pondering on a particular experience. 

The literary language, on the other hand, is not context-bound and helps create 

‘unfamiliarity’ with something very familiar. It helps us ponder on experiences that 

are not intrinsically ours but we as humans can easily relate to. Thus, the shift of 

the focus goes from the immediate situation to the feelings and experiences 

themselves as an intended outcome or purpose of a literary text. In order to create 

such an effect of making an unfamiliar experience familiar, literary poets and 

writers make use of certain techniques and devices of language that could help 

‘prolong’ or ‘intensify’ the experiences perceived by the readers. The intention of 

writers is to make the experiences memorable. The concept that captures this effect 

of literature is termed as ‘defamiliarisation’ by the Formalists.          

 

Thus, tying literary language only with the use of specific poetic devices, such as 

extraordinary metaphors, is not justifiable. In fact, this type of effect can be created 

by any linguistic device used at any level of analysis. The out-of-the-ordinary effect 

can be created even by the simple technique of repetition or the use of everyday 

mundane language in poetry, which would go against the readers’ expectations. The 

unfamiliarity with the situation thus created through unexpected choices of 
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language would result in intensifying the effect of the intended meaning generated 

through poetry.    

The point raised in the paragraph above has some important implications. When we 

say that writers may ‘go against the readers’ expectations’ we are implying that 

there must be certain norms that readers might be familiar with. These norms are 

established by generic (genre-based) constraints and regulations. The constraints 

and regulations determine what language structures and choices are permissible and 

what are not allowed within a particular genre. The existing classification of various 

genres (or text types) such as poetry, fiction, drama and so on is based on certain 

prevalent patterns of language identified and used by the producers of these genres 

as well as expected by the readers of these genres. In this regard, to create certain 

poetic effects of defamiliarisation, an awareness of the generic constraints and 

history of the literary field is crucial. It means knowledge of the prevalent dominant 

structures of language and familiarity with the ways in which other great writers 

have used the forms for fulfilling their literary purposes (Sotirova, 2016). The 

importance of a literary work and what it achieves through the choice of forms can 

be interpreted in the light of the previous works carried out in the field. An 

awareness of history is a presupposition in this regard. 

 

2.4.2 Foregrounding 

 
Another key concept in stylistics is ‘Foregrounding’ which although stems from 

Prague Structuralism but is associated with Russian Formalism due to the 

association of Roman Jakobson with the movement. The concept emerged out of 

the application of defamiliarisation to literacy texts. Defamiliarisation takes place 

is through foregrounding. It emerged over the period of time as one of the key 

measures of style especially in poetry in the field of stylistics. The concept of 

foregrounding is attributed to Jan Mukařovský who distinguishes it as opposed to 

‘automatization’:  

 

Foregrounding is the opposite of automatization, that is the deautomatisation of an 

act; the more an act is automatized, the less it is consciously executed; the more it 

is foregrounded, the more completely conscious does it become. Objectively 

speaking: automatization schematizes an event; foregrounding means the violation 

of the scheme. (Mukařovský, 2001[1932]: 226) 

 

It can be explained as a deliberate attempt of a writer to make certain features of a 

text ‘stand out’ from the rest. We can easily map the technique of foregrounding in 

texts through the example of foregrounding as a technique carried out when 

drawing objects. Any piece of art is a composition of various objects with a specific 

arrangement and organization. Care is taken by an artist to make viewers’ eyes 
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follow a specific path that is aesthetically pleasing as well ascertains the particular 

portrayal of meaning. For this purpose, artists normally engage viewers by 

allocating a primary centre of interest or focal point in a drawing. Foregrounding 

helps giving more emphasis to and a perspective to a phenomenon. The choice of a 

focal point may depend upon the objects portrayed and intentions of the artist. It 

can be a single flower in a garden full of various plants, or it can be a drop of water 

dripping out of a tap. Consider the figure below for the purpose of illustration. 

 

 
Figure 2.1 Example of Foregrounding 

 

The dew drops on the flower in Figure 2.1 are made to stand out from the 

background of petals and stones. When interpreted against the concept of 

foregrounding, dewdrops are usually observed on the petals by us unconsciously as 

part of our daily experiences but the artist’s attempt of ‘deautomatisation’ (as 

explained by Jan Mukařovský) leads to making them noticeable out of their 

mundane ordinary existence to an aesthetically appeasing object and a visual treat.     

In literary texts, writers make use of a range of stylistic devices and experiment 

with language conventions to let some features stand out from the rest, thus making 

appeals of a certain kind to the feelings, mind and thoughts of the readers. The act 

of foregrounding is achieved by linguistic deviation or linguistic parallelism.  

 

2.4.2.1 Linguistic Deviation 

 
The concept of deviation in stylistics is again rooted in Russian Formalism and is a 

technique widely used in poetry. This is a type of foregrounding which occurs using 

some ‘unexpected irregularity’ (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010). The irregularity is 

encountered by the readers when a writer uses certain features that go against the 

reader’s expectations. Deviations can be carried out at various levels of discourse 

to exploit generic conventions such as lexical, semantic, grammatical, phonological 
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or graphological level (Short, 1996). Deviations of any sort in a literary language 

is an identified feature, though it does not mean to say that there are no deviations 

in the ordinary language. The language in poetry is usually full of deviations at 

various levels which poets frequently use for the sake of poetic licence. The next 

unit will discuss these levels in detail.  

 

Deviations are more common in poetry. There can be two types of deviations. When 

some variation occurs at any level as against the ‘normal’ usage, we call that as 

‘external deviation’. The normal usage means established ways in which certain 

genre is structured and expressed. The other kind of deviation occurs within a 

particular work or a specific text in which the writer deviates from the own norms 

as settled within that text. Such ‘internal deviation’ gains the reader’s attention as 

it goes against the ‘norms’ set by the writer in that text. In simple words, the 

difference between the two types is identified based on patterns external or internal 

to the text. It makes the reader ponder about the reasons or specific function of that 

deviation. Poets usually employ internal deviation to grab the attention of readers 

and add depth to the feeling conveyed through poetry. 

 

E. E Cummings is well known for the use of deviation for creating some aesthetic 

effects. One of his poems is exemplified below to illustrate the use of deviation.     

 

mOOn Over tOwns mOOn 

whisper 

less creature huge grO 

pingness 

 

whO perfectly whO 

float 

newly alOneis 

dreamest 

 

oNLY THE MooN o 

VER ToWNS 

SLoWLYSPRoUTING SPIR 

IT  

  (‘No Thanks’, Cummings, 1935) 

 

The poem is published in 1935 in his collection of poetry No Thanks. This poem is 

an excellent example of Cummings’ creative use of orthography. A visible external 

deviation is observed in the use of ‘O’. Every occurrence of the letter in the initial 

part of the poem (first two stanzas) is capitalised. The deviation is striking in the 
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light of the existing rules for capitalisation in the English language. The focus of 

the poem is the moon, and the focus on the moon is also reflected visibly using the 

full rounded capitalised letter ‘O’. It can be noticed that all the letters ‘o’ are 

capitalised in the first stanza, while all the rest of the letters are decapitalised. 

Clearly enough, the moon is made visible through its graphic representation to be 

dominant over the rest of the objects as described in the stanza. It is ‘Over tOwns’, 

and above the living abode of humans. Thus, moon’s stature and grandeur are 

presented as above humanity which is sleeping in their towns. Here all the awe and 

attention is given to the moon which is dominant and silent (a ‘whisper less 

creature’) and overtakes the sky through its presence in silence in the dark of night. 

The full attention of the poet on the moon continues in the second stanza as well. 

The presence of the moon is exaggerated and even personified using the subject 

pronoun ‘whO’ for the moon. The poet also plays with the word boundary and splits 

the words such as ‘grO-pingness’, ‘o-VER’ and ‘SPIR-IT’. This is also an example 

of stylistic deviation of external nature where the writer plays with the word 

boundary to create certain specific feelings of awe and anticipation. The grandeur 

of the moon is highlighted as against the people of town over whom the moon 

‘floats’. The heavenly body as a symbol of nature is shown to have a full and lively 

presence in the lives of people. The dreamy and lonely ones feel inspired by the 

heavenly, majestic, and enchanting presence of a full round moon. The 

capitalisation of the letter ‘O’ in the first two stanzas serves as a source of external 

deviation by breaking the rules of capitalisation. The last stanza reverses the pattern 

of the first two stanzas. The deviation from capitalisation norms is retained yet the 

poet uses the device of internal deviation by capitalising all letters in the stanza 

except ‘o’. This is an example of internal deviation where the poet creates an 

irregularity in the self-created regularity. This reversal of pattern serves the smooth 

purpose of the shift of focus from the moon to the ones living in ‘ToWNS’ who get 

more and more oblivious to its majestic presence in their mundane activities.  

 

This analysis above has exemplified how E E Cummings’ ingenious use of 

spellings modifies the visual representation of the poems and enhances reading 

experiences by an appeal to aesthetics and certain human emotions.       

       

2.4.2.2 Linguistic Parallelism 
 

As opposed to ‘unexpected irregularity’, parallelism is ‘unexpected regularity’ 

(Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010, p. 32). It can be likened to regularity in a pattern 

which is more than that is required. Despite the limitless available options, the 

writer intentionally limits him/herself to a recurrent or repeated use of a particular 

feature. This is another significant way in which specific intended outcomes for 

aesthetic purposes are created.  
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Geography Lesson 

 

When the jet sprang into the sky, 

it was clear why the city 

had developed the way it had, 

seeing it scaled six inches to the mile. 

There seemed an inevitability 

about what on ground had looked haphazard, 

unplanned and without style 

When the jet sprang into the sky. 

 

When the jet reached ten thousand feet, 

it was clear why the country 

had cities where the rivers ran 

and why the valleys were populated. 

The logic of geography — 

that land and water attracted man — 

was clearly delineated 

When the jet reached ten thousand feet. 

 

When the jet rose six miles high, 

it was clear the earth was round 

and that it had more sea than land. 

But it was difficult to understand 

that the men on the earth found 

causes to hate each other, to build 

walls across cities and to kill. 

From that height, it was not clear why. 

       (Ghose, 1969) 

 

The poem is written by Zulfikar Ghose. The poem relates the experience of the poet 

when he travels by a jet plane. The metaphor of height as a vantage point is used 

throughout the poem to reflect on the features of the earth and to explore the nature 

of life. The face of life is depicted in the form of the earth which is shown less and 

less attractive as the height increases. The poem can easily be divided into three 

distinct parts literally, on the basis of three stanzas, as well as semantically on the 

basis of the meaning it conveyed. The linguistic parallelism is created through the 

use of jet as a means of connecting the ideas presented in the three stanzas. The 

poem begins with ‘When the jet sprang into the sky’ and traces various features of 



30 
 

earth specifically to explain the way it is shaped and why it has been shaped as 

such. The poet tries to make sense of the unplanned and chaotic nature of the city 

in which he lived. He can see some scheme, harmony, and organization in the way 

the city is planned. The poet’s comprehension and intuition seem to grow as he 

gains height and distance from the abode of his existence. The parallelism is created 

by ending the stanza with the same line with which it began. The second stanza also 

begins and end with the same line: ‘When the jet reached ten thousand feet’ thus 

creating linguistic parallelism. In the second stanza, semantic parallelism is 

observed with the first stanza as they both share the similarity of meaning. Here 

also the poet observes how the height enables him to see and comprehend reality 

clearly and he could see the reason behind the geographic scheme of having a 

population at some places and rivers running through cities at various parts of the 

country. It can be observed that his intuition so far remains at the level of identifying 

physical characteristics of the face of life, i.e., earth. Another way of creating 

linguistic parallelism is at the phonological level through rhyming of words such 

as ‘mile’, ‘style’ and ‘ran’, ‘man’. The third stanza again is parallel in structure with 

the first one as it begins with the emphasis and focuses on the more height gained 

through his travel in a jet: ‘When the jet rose six miles high’. The poet sums up his 

observations of describing physical characteristics of the earth: that it is round, with 

a greater part of it covered with the sea than land. The linguistic parallelism thus 

used so far is used to point out to a deviation as expressed in the last five lines of 

the stanza beginning with: ‘But it was difficult to understand’. The ease of 

comprehension and description by the poet of the physical characteristics of the 

earth are contrasted by a semantic deviation. These lines convey that despite 

gaining height and with more height the more wisdom, he is unable to understand 

the nature of people who make up the face of the earth. He is unable to understand 

the reason behind another kind of geography, the one that divides people and 

instead of uniting them together for some common causes, confines them in 

physical as well as mental walls of hatred and animosity. 

 

EXERCISES 
1.  How the fields of poetics and rhetoric contributed to the development of 

stylistics? Explain in the light of some pioneering contributors to the domain.  

2.  Who is considered as the founder of structuralism? Explain the contributions 

of structuralism to the field of stylistics. 

3.  What are the bases on which Russian Formalists distinguish between literary 

and ordinary language through the principle of ‘defamiliarisation? Explain.  

4.  Distinguish between linguistic parallelism and linguistic deviation. How can 

both contribute towards achieving the effect of foregrounding?  
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit builds an understanding of the various levels (such as phonological, 

morphological, syntactic and semantic) at which language can be organised and 

studied for stylistic goals. The description of language at various levels is discussed 

concerning their utility for stylistic analysis. In this regard, practical examples from 

various literary texts are provided to facilitate comprehension and enable students 

to carry out their independent analysis.    

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the levels of language as a means to carry out stylistic analysis 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various levels of analysis such 

as: 

o Phonological/Graphological 

o Morphological 

o Syntactic 

o Semantic  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out analysis by the description of the levels of 

language 

• RECOGNIZE how linguistic description at various levels helps to uncover 

meaning in literary texts. 
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3.1  INTRODUCTION TO THE LEVELS OF LANGUAGE  
 

The developments in descriptive linguistics at the beginning of the 20th century and 

contributions of the structuralist approach to language, owing to the work of 

Ferdinand de Saussure, greatly influenced the stylistic analysis of literary texts.  

 

The ‘levels model’ for linguistic description is based on the premise that language 

is organized on more than one level. These levels are hierarchical in nature. The 

smaller level units (such as phonemes and graphemes) exist in the form of sounds 

and writing which are not in themselves meaningful. These are further organized 

into words (comprising further of units such as morphemes) that can convey 

meaning. A still higher level comprises of complex structures such as clauses and 

phrases. The analysis at various levels helps emphasize the relationship between 

form and meaning. This organization of language at various levels is dealt under 

separate branches of language study (as exemplified in Table 3.1 below) and can 

serve as a useful tool to achieve stylistics goals of systematic linguistic description.   

 

Table 3.1 Levels of Language Model 

Branch of Language Level of Language 

Phonology Sounds of language 

Graphology Patterns/shape of written language 

Morphology  Word formation processes 

Syntax Combination of words into phrases and sentences 

Semantics Meaning of words 

Pragmatics; Discourse 

Analysis 

Meaning generated in the context of usage  

 

The levels of phonology, graphology, morphology, syntax and semantics are 

exemplified and explained in the following sections which clarify how meanings 

reside at various levels which are not mutually exclusive. The pragmatics and 

discourse levels are dealt with in the next chapters. There is interconnectedness 

between the levels that determine the stylistic interpretation of a literary work.   

 

3.2  PHONOLOGY AND GRAPHOLOGY 
 

These two levels are crucial for creating the first impression on readers, be it 

through a visual or auditory mode. The primary mode through which a reader 

interacts with a text is through its written expression. Most of the times, a literary 

work appears in a written form. It seems that the phonological level might not apply 

to a written text, but this is not the case. Although we may not read the literary work 
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aloud, we still read it silently and may enjoy its auditory effects. Therefore, both 

levels are significant for stylistics study. 

 

3.2.1 Phonology 
 

For the purpose of style, sound effects serve as a key tool in the hands of literary 

writers specifically in poetry. Thus, in order to capture the essence of the auditory 

effects used in a literary work, the phonological patterns of a language can be a 

useful aid for stylisticians. The analysis of sounds would obviously be based on a 

conjecture since sounds usually appear in a written form on a piece of paper.   

 

There are several ways to analyze the musical impact of literary work. Some of 

these ways are specified below with examples 

 

3.2.1.1 Alliteration, Consonance, Assonance, and Rhyme 
 

English is a language where there is no one to one correspondence between letters 

and sounds.  There are many sounds represented by a single letter and many letters 

to represent a single sound. The traditional distinction between consonants and 

vowels to analyze the musicality of a literary work might not be very helpful. The 

phonetic alphabet is a sound alphabet written in between slashes (such as /s/) where 

one alphabet stands for one sound. The effect of its occurrence in a literary work is 

less visual and more auditory. The writers are aware of the auditory effects of 

various sounds and use them for various purposes.   

 

Traditionally, alliteration is the term used to record the occurrence of the same 

letter in the initial position of adjacent words or at the beginning of a stressed 

syllable. The use of alliteration serves various purposes in a variety of texts such as 

poems for enhancing meaning, and even in advertising for gaining viewers’ 

attention. Another significant use of alliteration is in tongue twisters. Consider the 

example below for illustrative purposes. 

– Sally sells seashells on the sandy seashore. 

 The consonant /s/ is used at the beginning of words ‘Sally’, ‘sells’ ‘sea’ and 

‘sandy’, while /ʃ/ is used at the beginning of stressed syllables ‘shells’ and 

‘shore’. The repetitive use of sibilants /s/ and /ʃ/ through alliteration results in 

a tongue twister.  

 

The term consonance is wider in scope than alliteration and includes 

repetition of the same consonant sound in words occurring closer to each other 

at any position in a word. Assonance meanwhile is the repetition of a vowel 
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sound in words occurring close to each other. Consider the below mentioned 

examples from William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. 

– For men so old as we to keep the peace. (Romeo and Juliet, Act 1 Scene 2) 

 In the above-mentioned example, there is the use of assonance through 

repetition of the same vowel sound /i:/ in words ‘we’, ‘keep’ and ‘peace’, and 

it serves to maintain the musicality of the literary work.  

 

While consonance and assonance are related to the repetition of individual sounds, 

rhyme is the repetition of a combination of similar sounds mostly at the line endings 

in poems. The most common rhyming pattern occurs where two or more words end 

with stressed syllable and the final vowels and consonants sounds of these words 

are similar. Consider the example below. 

 

The Eagle 

 

He clasps the crag with crooked hands, 

Close to the sun in lonely lands, 

Ring’d with the azure world he stands. 

 

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls; 

He watches from his mountain walls, 

And like a thunderbolt he falls. 

 

(Alfred, Lord Tennyson) 

 

The poem has a simple rhyming scheme of aaabbb, written in iambic pentameter. 

The rhyme is based on single-syllable words hands, lands and stands in the first 

stanza, and crawls, walls and falls in the second stanza. In the CVC structure of 

syllable, the vowel and closing consonant cluster sounds are repeated: /ændz/ (as in 

‘hands’, ‘lands’ ‘stands) and /ɔlz/ (as in ‘crawls’, ‘walls’, ‘falls’). Other than simple 

rhyming, the musical quality of the poem is enhanced through assonance and 

consonance. There is a repetition of consonant /k/ in the word-initial position of 

‘clasps’, ‘crag’ ‘crooked’, ‘close’ and ‘crawls’, while vowel sounds /æ/, /ɔ/ and /i/ 

are repeated throughout the poem that gives an aesthetically pleasing musical 

quality to the poem. Poets and advertisers mostly use this feature symbolically and 

for iconic purposes, where sounds also add up to the meaning expressed through 

the words used. The hard /k/ sound cannot be easily produced and the effort and 

time required to make these sounds by the readers also allow them to ponder on the 

grandeur of the bird.  It also helps to highlight the theme of the poem to make the 

bird appear not like any other bird but with extraordinary grace and human-like 

qualities.  
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The iconicity and sound symbolism are mostly represented through 

onomatopoeia. The poets make use of certain sounds which can create musicality 

as well as act symbolically to express a particular idea through specific sounds.  

 

The Rusty Spigot  

 

The rusty spigot 

sputters, 

utters 

a splutter, 

spatters a smattering of drops, 

gashes wider; 

slash 

splatters 

scatters 

spurts 

finally stops sputtering 

and plash! 

gushes rushes splashes 

clear water dashes. 

(Eve Merriam) 

 

The poem vividly projects the working of a rusty tap and how water makes its way 

out of it. The poetess makes use of sound imagery by using onomatopoeic sounds 

such as ‘splash’, ‘splatter’ and ‘gush’. Moreover, the accumulation of action words 

to represent the sounds of water movements out of a tap enables the readers to 

visualize the process.    

 

3.2.2 Graphology 
 

Language of literature appears in written form so the graphological level is 

concerned with the shape or pattern of a text as it appears on the sheet of paper. It 

seems plausible to extend the stylistic analysis to that level as well since both the 

graphological and phonological realizations of a text contribute towards the 

interpretation of a text. In this domain, the appearance of text as a sequence of 

letters, with punctuation and other typographic features, as well as the utilization of 

the space on the page is studied for stylistic purposes.  

 

Similar to the concept of phoneme, graphemes are the abstract units systematically 

studied under graphology, whereas graphs are the actual typed or handwritten 

realization of literary works. The written form of the English language is realized 
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through various characters in the alphabet system. The exploitation of 

graphological features enables literary writers to achieve a variety of purposes 

through the addition of another layer of meaning. 

 

Sometimes, the shape of a poem in its written form is made to represent an idea as 

expressed through its content. This physical outlining of poetry in a specific shape 

carried out through the arrangement of words in a specific manner is called visual 

poetry. Consider the poem below. 

 

l(a 

 

le 

af 

 

fa 

ll 

s) 

 

one 

l 

iness 

(E. E. Cummings, 1958) 

 

This is an extremely short poem where the poet has creatively used the arrangement 

of letters to symbolically represent the theme of the poem. The idea of loneliness 

as expressed by the poem is conveyed through a few words arranged in a manner 

that resembles the falling of a leaf. Thus, this idea is expressed not only through 

words but also visually and the readers are made to imagine the falling of leaves. 

The words are split so that only two to three letters occur per line. This arrangement 

serves to visually symbolize the fall of a leaf to the ground. The poem associates 

the fall of a leaf with loneliness, a phenomenon that is witnessed in the autumn 

season. Autumn imagery itself generates the feelings of loneliness but the readers 

are made to experience the effect of loneliness directly through the arrangement of 

letters by breaking the word boundary and making letters of words stand in isolation 

with the rest of the letters of their word. 

 

The poem exemplified above is written by E. E. Cummings, a well-known poet 

who is also appreciated for his keen aesthetic sense. His work is known for artistic 

use of typographical features to convey meaning visually as well. An interesting 

convention of his poetry is the use of lower-case letters even at the beginning of 
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each line. This deviation from external norm creates internal deviation where 

capitals are used and act symbolically to convey meanings.  

! 

o (rounD) moon, how 

do 

you (rouNd 

er 

than roUnd)float; 

who 

lly& (rOunder than) 

go 

:ldenly (Round 

est) 

? 

(E. E. Cummings, 1958) 

 

The consistent use of lowercase letters with unusual capitalization at the beginning, 

middle and end position of words is striking and used in conjunction with a variety 

of idiosyncratic ways of punctuation marks. The roundness of moon is expressed 

not only through content by mentioning different degrees expressed through 

‘round’, ‘rounder’ and ‘roundest’ at least five times, but also through peculiar use 

of capitalization which when read together in a backwards order make the word 

‘ROUND’.   

 

3.3  MORPHOLOGY 
 

The morphological level of language description acts as a useful resource for the 

generation of multiple meanings through foregrounding. A distinction here can be 

drawn between ‘word’ and ‘morpheme’. A word can be broken down into further 

smaller meaningful structures called ‘morphemes’. For example, ‘unhappy’ is one 

word which can be further broken down into two morphemes: ‘un’ and ‘happy’, 

where ‘un’ is a morpheme that is used as a prefix with a meaning of negation.  

 

The word-formation processes are multiple including compounding, inflection 

and derivation. The process of derivation may involve a change in the grammatical 

category of the newly formed words. The adjective ‘happy’ can be made into a 

noun by adding the morpheme ‘ness’: 

 

adjective happy + derivational morpheme -ness = noun happiness 
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Similarly, ‘cats’ appears to be one word in English, but it has two morphemes: cat 

+ s. We are more familiar with the meaning of the word ‘cat’ being an animal, but 

‘s’ is the plural morpheme added to a noun to express the function of plurality. 

Thus, there is no change in the grammatical category of the newly found word. This 

word-formation process is called infection, which is a process of adding 

morphemes to indicate aspects of the grammatical function of words. In 

compounding two words are joined to create a new word. The meaning of the newly 

formed word is often different from the meanings of the individual words from 

which the word is created. Some of the common English compound words include 

‘wastebasket’, ‘wallpaper’ and ‘fingerprint’. This knowledge of morphological 

boundaries and word-formation processes is crucial for advertisers and literary 

writers who exploit these conventions to generate new ways to express their 

thoughts.  

 

Morphemes can exist in two basic forms of bound or free. The standalone words 

such as ‘cat’ and ‘happy’ are free morphemes as compared to ‘-s’ and ‘-ness’ which 

are bound and usually combine with free morphemes to exist. Free morphemes are 

further classified as lexical and functional morphemes. Lexical morphemes are 

content words that carry meanings. They are also called ‘open’ class as new lexical 

morphemes can be added in this class. This includes a class of words such as nouns, 

verbs, and adjectives. The functional morphemes fulfil a grammatical function and 

are ‘closed’ class of words such as conjunctions, prepositions, articles, and 

pronouns.         

 

E. E. Cummings’ poetry is known for creativity, but this is achieved through 

deviation, both external and internal, at several levels including graphological (as 

exemplified above) as well as morphological. The morphological deviation is his 

poetry is highly prominent and sometimes increases ambiguity to read his poems. 

However, its strangeness requires the readers to sharpen their senses enough to 

‘feel’ his poetry instead of merely attempting to understand it. 

 

Interesting exploitation of morphological conventions for poetic effect is the 

conversion of verbs into nouns and then adding inflectional plural suffix ‘-s’. The 

morphological deviation occurs as Cummings converts into nouns such verbs 

having a purely grammatical function and those that cannot be turned into nouns. 

This allows Cummings to create nouns far more dynamic than the usual nouns. The 

conversion of ‘can’t’ into ‘cant’s’ (see the poem below) individualizes the verb thus 

focusing on the meaning it conveys.     
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i am so glad and very 

 

i am so glad and very 

merely my fourth will cure 

the laziest self of weary 

the hugest sea of shore 

 

so far your nearness reaches 

a lucky fifth of you 

turns people into eachs 

and cowards into grow 

 

our can'ts were born to happen 

our mosts have died in more 

our twentieth will open 

wide a wide open door 

 

we are so both and oneful 

night cannot be so sky 

sky cannot be so sunful 

i am through you so i 

(E. E. Cummings) 

 

Another interesting morphological deviation occurs when Cummings converts 

quantifiers into pure nouns and adds the plural suffix ‘-s’ afterwards. These 

prohibited coinages of function words, as in ‘mosts’ in the poem above, helps 

Cummings achieve his thematic meaning. Here ‘mosts’ are contrasted with ‘eachs’. 

‘Mosts’ refers to the common people and their ordinariness is highlighted by their 

indistinguishable characteristics being the ‘mosts’. In contrast, ‘eachs’ refers to the 

individuality and uniqueness achieved as a result of the ‘lucky’ attention given by 

‘your nearness’. The poem conveys spiritual meanings, as nearness to God is 

symbolized through unique morphological deviations. Thus the force of love has 

the power to turn some of ‘mosts’ into ‘eachs’.  

 

The inflectional deviations as exemplified above are also complemented with 

derivational deviations in Cummings poetry. The derivational norms are violated 

by adding adjectival suffix ‘-ful’ in odd contexts such as with ‘one’ and ‘ful’ as in 

‘oneful’ and ‘sunful’. These deviations are used to express the unimaginable 

spiritual experience of complete union with this force of love (‘oneful’), as well as 

the height of blissful brightness after that experience (‘sunful’).  This symbolic 

https://allpoetry.com/i-am-so-glad-and-very
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meaning is transferred using unique morphological deviations to convey the 

unimaginable and out-of-the-world experience.  

 

E. E. Cummings, known for deviations at various levels, also makes use of 

compounding to create another layer of meaning.  

 

["in Just-"] 

 

in Just- 

spring when the world is mud- 

luscious the little 

lame balloon man 

 

whistles far and wee and Eddie and bill come 

running from marbles and 

piracies and it’s spring 

 

when the world is puddle-wonderful 

 

the queerold balloon man whistles 

far an wee and bettyandisbel come dancing 

 

from hop-scotch and jump-rope and 

it's spring and the goat-footed 

 

balloon Mwhistlesfarandwee 

    (E. E. Cummings) 

 

To meet situational needs, literary writers often make use of lexical innovations or 

nonce-formations as achieved by Cummings in this poem provided above to 

define the personality of the ‘balloon Man’. The balloon man is qualified as ‘lame’, 

‘queer’ and ‘goat-footed’. The compound ‘goat-footed’ here is foregrounded and 

alludes to Greek Satyr, or particularly Greek god Pan, a half-man half-goat creature 

known for merrymaking and inhabiting forests and woodlands. Just like Pan had 

power over the wild, the balloon man has a queer power over children, as they stop 

every activity of ‘dancing’, ‘jumping’ and ‘marbles’ to see the balloon man. The 

use of compound acts as a means of describing the characteristics of the balloon 

man, but only implicitly and serves to maintain the ambiguity which is a distinct 

feature of Cummings’ poetry that he masters very well.    
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3.4  SYNTAX  
 

The mediation between sound and meaning level is carried out through the syntactic 

level. The deviations at this level occur either as an external deviation that breaks 

away from the established conventions of English language or as internal deviation 

where the writers or poets break their own establish norms in a literary work. This 

syntactic deviation and exploitation help to complement the semantics of the text.  

The iconic or symbolic way of expressing meaning directly through the syntactic 

structure is like what we create at the phonological level through onomatopoeia. 

Writers may use deviant or parallel syntactic structures to convey the temporal or 

spatial meaning in their piece of writing. An unnatural break in the line, for 

example, can be used to convey a pause in time. A lengthy clause structure can be 

used to convey a long period of time. The length of a clause can also indicate spatial 

configurations such as to indicate the small or big size or an object.    

 

Although there are examples of variations, traditionally, the syntactic boundaries 

of sentences and clauses, as indicated through various punctuation marks, coincide 

with the end of lines and stanzas in the poetry. This foregrounding through 

parallelism helps create musicality, an easy-going rhythm and flow in a poem. 

Reconsider the poem The Eagle, reproduced below, to explain the syntactic 

harmony.   

 

The Eagle 

He clasps the crag with crooked hands, 

Close to the sun in lonely lands, 

Ring’d with the azure world he stands. 

 

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls; 

He watches from his mountain walls, 

And like a thunderbolt he falls. 

 

(Alfred, Lord Tennyson) 

 

Together with the phonological pattering, rhythm is also created through well-

defined syntactic boundaries. The syntactic breaks are present at the ending points 

of lines and stanzas, thus develop harmony and clarity in understanding the contents 
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of the poem above. The length of all syntactic units is almost similar and in perfect 

harmony with each other, thus enhancing the musicality of the poem.    

 

As against the smooth flow of The Eagle, the poem Thistles by Ted Hughes has a 

deviant syntax.  

Thistles 

 

Against the rubber tongues of cows and the hoeing hands of men 

Thistles spike the summer air 

And crackle open under a blue-black pressure. 

 

Every one a revengeful burst 

Of resurrection, a grasped fistful 

Of splintered weapons and Icelandic frost thrust up 

 

From the underground stain of a decayed Viking. 

They are like pale hair and the gutturals of dialects. 

Every one manages a plume of blood. 

 

Then they grow grey like men. 

Mown down, it is a feud. Their sons appear 

Stiff with weapons, fighting back over the same ground. 

         (Ted Hughes) 

 

When the ideas conveyed have continuity to the next line, it results in enjambment, 

where syntactic boundaries do not coincide with the line breaks. Such lines are 

called run-on lines. These run-onlines continue the flow of ideas without 

punctuation as expressed in lines 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6 in this poem above. In comparison, 

lines 7, 8, 9, 10, and 12 are end-stopping with regular syntactic boundaries. All 

twelve lines of this free verse poem are of varying length.  The first line extends its 

sentence boundary up to three lines. The theme of the poem as reflected through 

the first word ‘Against’ and other words such as ‘weapons’, ‘feud’ and ‘fighting 

back’ is the propagation of war between thistles and human activity where the tough 
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and spike-like bustling of thistles create a hurdle against the activities of humans 

and farm animals, whose hands and tongues get hurt by brushing with thistles. This 

rift between the humans and thistles which are also ‘like men’ is foregrounded by 

syntactic structures where the first sentence is long and rambling in an attempt to 

open up a war narrative. The enjambment or continuation of an idea to the next 

line reduces any breaks and symbolically represent the speed, urgency and 

aggression by which the thistles grow. The end stopping lines against the run-on 

lines serve as facts or statements that affirm the existence and resilience of thistles. 

The war narrative as expressed through run-on lines is ended with short descriptive 

sentences featuring the qualities of thistles as ‘pale hair’, ‘men like’ and with a 

‘plume of blood’.  This dynamic play with the syntactic structure results in 

kinesthetic imagery and enables readers to imagine the scene with camera 

movements, where the initial long run-on sentences describe the quick actions 

detailing a fight between the two adversaries. The camera movement then comes to 

a still, as expressed through short descriptive sentences, and zooms in on the 

features of the stronger party and glorifies their horror as a threat to humans and 

other living creatures. Line 11 again creates a pause between ‘sons appear’ and 

‘stiff with weapons’ to dramatize the arrival of thistles ‘sons’ despite the efforts of 

humans to mow down and crush them.  

 

In a Station of the Metro  

 

The apparition of these faces in the crowd: 

Petals on a wet, black bough. 

 

(Ezra Pound, 1913) 

 

This poem by Ezra Pound is an example of imagist poetry and an excellent 

example of another syntactic deviation for stylistic purposes. Ezra Pound composes 

verb-less poetry achieved through the use of sentence fragments or minor 

sentences. The poem describes the experience of the poet in a metro station in Paris. 

With the use of only 14 words, Pound creates a visual image of an ‘apparition of 

faces’ in the crowd and ‘petals’ on a ‘wet, black bough’. The placement of ‘faces’ 

and ‘petals’ together is symbolically expressed through the Japanese form of poetry 

called haiku. Thus the poem is structured using two sentence fragments which have 

subjects but no verb and thus no action to be performed by the subjects. 
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The use of the word ‘apparition’ suggests a blurry image, a ghost-like appearance 

of faces in the crowd. This moment of seeing faces in the crowd leads the poet to 

envision petals on a ‘black’ bough, resembling the dim atmosphere of the metro 

station. These two moments are bound together in a similar syntactic structure 

relating the poet’s ‘real’ moment of standing in the metro station and looking at the 

blurry image of an indistinguishable crowd with the ‘imagined’ moment of petals 

on a wet black tree branch. This placement of the immediate with the imaginary 

creates an impression of timelessness. This feeling of timelessness as sensed by the 

poet is also directly conveyed to the readers through syntactic deviation. The verb-

less syntactic structures are therefore iconic in the sense that they symbolically 

represent the effect of timelessness by placing the other words in the clause out of 

the bounds of any specified time frame. Thus the feeling of timelessness is 

conveyed both semantically by the content of the poem and symbolically by the 

action less clause structure.  

 

3.5  SEMANTICS  

 
In order to covey a thought or experience, literary artists often use words belonging 

to a lexical field, where a concept is depicted through several words semantically 

related in some way. The words of a similar field may be identified based on the 

same subject matter such as days of the week, expressions of time, body parts, kinds 

of flowers or trees, various scents and smells, clothes, colours, diseases and so on. 

The organization of these related words in symbolic or artistic ways can be 

exploited to achieve foregrounding through parallelism or deviation. The 

organization of semantically related words can be carried out by placing words in 

the relationship of meronymy (whole represented through parts like a hand 

representing a person), synonymy (words similar in meaning), antonymy 

(opposing fields placed together), hierarchy (such as country, province, city, 

street), as a recurring cycle (year, months, weeks), sequence (numbering order) or 

even breaking away with any particular order. The inclusion of a particular word in 

a literacy work for determining the meaning may depend on the characteristics of a 

word as an expression of factors such as prototypicality, idiocyncracy, ambiguity, 

formality, markedness and so on. Analysis of such words in their patterns of usage 

may be helpful in determining the value of such words in a semantic field. For 

example, in order to reflect the strangeness of experience, the writer may use words 

that do not belong to the semantic field of the surrounding words.    
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The Fog  

 

Slowly the fog, 

Hunched-shouldered with a grey face, 

Arms wide, advances 

Finger-tips touching the way 

Past dark houses 

And dark gardens of roses. 

Up the short street from the harbor, 

Slowly the fog, 

Seeking, seeking; 

Arms wide, shoulders hunched,  

Searching, searching 

Out through the streets to the fields, 

Slowly the fog- 

A blind man hunting the moon. 

 

(F. R. McCreary) 

The last line of this poem suggests personification of fog as ‘a blind man’ on a hunt 

for moon. The creeping of fog is likened to ‘a blind man hunting for moon’. Notice 

the use of the word ‘hunt’ instead of ‘search’. This invokes the idea of manhunt and 

the words used to carry on this idea belong to the semantic fields of a sinister plan 

carried out by some evil person. The body of such a person is described through 

meronymy such as ‘hunched-shouldered’, ‘grey face’, ‘finger-tips touching’ and 

‘arms wide’. The movement of this hideous person is expressed through synonyms 

of ‘searching’, ‘seeking’, advancing ‘slowly’ to express the sneaking behaviour. 

The evil plan is extended symbolically through the use of imagery such as ‘dark 

houses’ and ‘dark gardens’. The semantic deviation is achieved by comparing the 

creeping of fog with the movements of an evil person on a hunt, which causes the 

readers to understand the behaviour of fog vividly and intriguingly.      
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Jealousy 

 

I put out my hand and plucked a rose, 

A red satin rose with velvet scent, 

And chaliced its loveliness in reverent palms,  

Knowing that it was perfect. 

 

Then, because I could not make the rose, 

And because I could not paint the rose, 

Nor carve it, nor mould it, 

Nor even draw its beauty in my words, 

I slowly closed my fingers over it 

And crushed it. 

     (Ruth Ellison) 

 

As the title of the poem suggests a negative characteristic of human beings, i.e., 

jealousy. This is done by placing man in opposition too nature. To describe this 

conflict, the poet uses words from each field (man and nature) to convey the tussle 

between the two. ‘Nature’ is serene, beautiful and invincible as expressed through 

the words such as ‘a red satin rose’, with ‘velvet scent’ full of ‘loveliness’ and 

‘perfect’. It is against the nature of ‘Man’, who is incapable to imitate nature, 

always aspires to conquer and possess it.  The defeat of man against nature is his 

failure to imitate (or a class of words with similar semantic relations such as ‘paint’, 

‘carve’, ‘draw’) it or conquer (‘mould’) it. This result in generating the feeling of 

jealousy that leads to destruction (‘crushed it’) of ‘Nature’ by ‘Man’. The positive 

attributes of nature symbolizing ‘Love’ are opposed against the negative and 

destructive instinct of ‘Jealousy’ by man. This idea is tied semantically by choosing 

words to express the idea of beauty as against jealousy. Thus, the feelings of 

Jealousy and Love are juxtaposed: their qualities are placed in an opposing 

relationship and the conflict between an extreme love for something and the 

inability to acquire that thing is expressed through the generation of negative 

thoughts of crushing the very thing that is loved or admired the most.  

 

  



49 
 

EXERCISES 

 
1.  Explain the need and significance of the ‘levels of language’ model for 

stylistic linguistic deviation and parallelism. 

2.  Identify and outline some of the purposes that can be uncovered through the 

description of language at various levels, mostly carried out by literary writers 

for achieving poetic effects.     

3.  What is iconicity and what can be achieved through this device at various 

levels of language? Explain with the help of example/s from any literary 

text/s.     

4.  Choose a poem of your choice and carry out a stylistic analysis of the poem 

at various levels of language organization.  

5. Compare stylistically the poem “i am so glad and very” by E.E. Cummings 

(Ref: 3.3 Morphology) with the following poem “I Miss Myself” by Malik 

Ajmal Gulzar and discuss its morphological, semantical and syntactical 

chaharacteristic details: 
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I Miss Myself 

 

When the sun comes 

And peeps through windows 

And scatters its snow-white shine on my bed 

I miss myself 

When to rain comes in winter nights 

And whispers with stormy winds 

And keeps on going in the long-withered nights 

I miss myself 

When flowers start blossoming 

On the little branches of the plant 

And start spreading un-smelled fragrance around 

I miss myself 

When a butterfly makes a circle around flowers 

Shows her solitude with light wing and heavy heart 

And waits much longer to be a part of its love bond 

I miss myself 

You know? 

You are no more yourself 

You are myself 

Come, give me back myself 

I miss myself 

Dr. Malik Ajmal Gulzar 
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit builds an understanding of the need to take a discourse approach to the 

analysis of literary texts which involves the inclusion of context in the interpretation 

for achieving stylistic goals. The system of transitivity in functional grammar is 

explained in this unit by defining and explaining the system and its various process 

types with relevant examples. The unit also provides an account on the ambiguity 

of categorization and how to tackle that. The unit also provides a practical 

application of the transitivity system on the selected passages of literary works for 

illustrative purposes. This is carried out to facilitate comprehension of the 

transitivity system and enable students to carry out their independent analysis of 

literary texts of their choice.    

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

• KNOW about the transitivity system as a means to carry out stylistic analysis 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various types of verbal 

processes in the system of transitivity such as: 

o Material 

o Mental 

o Behavioural 

o Relational 

o Verbal and  

o Existential  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out analysis by the use of various process types 

• CONDUCT an analysis of transitivity choices as expressed through various 

processes helps to uncover meaning in literary texts. 
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4.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

The previous chapters have focused on ways in which some literary movements 

such as defamiliarisation and descriptivelinguistics have helped towards the 

development of the field of stylistics. The focus on form is used as a way to arrive 

at meanings of texts. However, the use of these descriptive methods for stylistic 

analysis has been criticized due to its heavy reliance on ‘form’ while ignoring other 

crucial aspects in meaning-making such as social, cultural, and contextual factors. 

The subsequently increased focus in the field of linguistics towards ‘language in 

use’ has enabled stylisticians to work on a broader canvas and pay attention to the 

interpretation of the text as an instance of discourse, with its meaning residing not 

only in text but also in the contexts of production. This entails that there is no one 

to one correspondence between form and function and the function of language 

would be determined based on the context in which language is used. Therefore, 

the binding of an instance of language with a particular meaning is purposeless as 

a similar instance of language might have a different meaning in a different context.  

This means meaning may vary from situation to situation and the purpose of 

language has to be associated with its pertinent context. This can be illustrated by 

an example. A simple sentence ‘I am not going to the fish market today’ may mean 

differently based on, for example, the profile of the speaker. If the speaker is a 

fishmonger, in such a case, the sentence may be a statement about the condition of 

that person who might be feeling sick and not going to work that day. Another kind 

of meaning could also be interpreted from the same sentence. The sentence could 

be an indirectrejection of a request if the speaker visits the place to buy himself 

fish every Sunday and is requested by a friend to bring some for him as well. In the 

second case, the person, by simply expressing his inability to go there, is rejecting 

the request of his friend. Therefore, there is a need, more specifically in prose, 

where a form may have purposes other than aesthetics (that is considered a more 

dominant function of poetry), to shift greater focus on the context in which any 

instance of language takes place. This may include factors such as who is saying 

what, to whom, where, when and why. For stylistic research, the focus then would 

be to analyze ways in which writers choose a particular form to convey a particular 

meaning and how they manage to ‘manipulate’ that particular form to meet specific 

ends.   

 

4.2  FUNCTIONAL LINGUISTICS AND TRANSITIVITY 
 

The primary concern of stylistics with form as well as function is emphasized by 

many scholars (such as Leech, 2008). One such functionalapproach to language 

by Michael Halliday (1985) is built upon Ferdinand de Saussure’s contributions 

to linguistic form by viewing language as a social semiotic. Halliday’s Systemic 
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Functional Grammar is based on the link between language form and its function. 

Halliday’s contributions to linguistics include some useful tools for exploring this 

connection. These tools are frequently used by stylisticians to explore functional 

aspects of literary texts.  

 

A fundamental system in Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG) as developed by 

Halliday is the system of transitivity. Halliday is not only the proponent of this 

approach but also the first one to apply this to a literary text. He applied transitivity 

analysis to William Golding’s novel The Inheritors where he showed Lok tribe of 

Neanderthal people characterized as purposeless. He proves this with their 

language choices that show actions taking place without any goal (1971). This 

reflected the failure of this tribe to comprehend immediate actions in comparison 

to the other ‘clever’ tribe. This analysis shows the versatility of transitivity patterns 

to uncover ways in which actions take place in the literary world and ways in which 

characterization is carried out by the writers. The functional category of transitivity 

and how it can be applied for stylistic purposes is explained in the following 

sections.   

 

4.3 TRANSITIVITY AS A MEASURE OF STYLE 
 

The transitivity analysis has become an important technique to analyze the language 

of literary texts. Just like other stylistic techniques, the intuition or hunch of the 

reader about a specific aspect of a text can be verified through the systematic 

analysis of transitivity.  

 

The Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) looks into the ideational function or the 

kind of ideas/meanings generated by using the resource of language. In English 

syntax, Halliday notes the functional significance of the verbal element of a clause 

and the way it affects the rest of the word classes in a sentence. The idea of 

transitivity stems from the traditional quality of verbs as being transitive or 

intransitive depending upon whether they take a direct object or not. However, the 

transitivity system is not that simple, and Halliday has developed it further. This is 

a system of representation that affects the verb as well as participants and 

circumstances by telling us about ‘who or what does what to whom or what’ 

(Simpson, 2004, p. 121), when, where and how.  

 

When language is used to capture how experiences are encoded, it refers to the 

experiential function of language. The functional analysis of the clause requires 

breaking it into its functional units. The ‘who/what’ part is related to the 

participants. The participants might be engaged in certain actions. The part of the 

clause that explains the ‘doing’ part or in other words describes ‘what’s happening’ 
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are called processes. The ‘where/when/how’ part of the clause is explained by the 

adverbial group or prepositional phrase called circumstance. This is exemplified 

below.  

 

(1)  The girl   is playing  in the backyard.  

 Participant Process  Circumstance 

 

In the clause structure, circumstance provides additional information, while 

participants and processes are an important part of this clause structure. Since the 

functional system of transitivity is related to the experiential function of language, 

it is pre-occupied with the way processes are shaping experience. Therefore, we 

can say that processes are events expressed through verbs and are central to the 

clause: there is no clause if there is no process. As we will see, not all processes 

can be easily categorized as ‘actions of doing’. While a process of ‘playing’ can be 

an act of ‘doing’ but in I feel sick today, ‘feeling’ cannot be in a true sense an ‘action 

of doing something’. It is more related to our consciousness and action of ‘sensing’. 

This means there are more than one process types. These process types can be 

categorized based on the function they perform.  

 

The system of transitivity is about the types of processes or events expressed as a 

function of verbs (such as doing, thinking, happening, feeling, being) in a sentence. 

Halliday and Matthiessen (2004) have identified six such processes named as 

material, mental, behavioural, relational, verbal and existential processes. 

These six processes are explained below.  

 

The processes of ‘doing’ that are action-oriented in a material world are called 

material processes. They usually require concrete action by the actor such as 

‘sitting’, ‘running’, and so on.  

 

(2)  She  is sitting. 

 Actor Process 

(3) They  are building a house. 

 Actor Process Goal 

 

The most suitable and frequently occurring tense for material processes is the 

present continuous tense.  

Not all processes are ‘material’ actions. Some of the processes are more related to 

our consciousness or sensing and cannot be categorized as actions of ‘doing’ in 

concrete terms. This category of processes is called mental processes. Mental 

processes are internal processes that can be further sub-categorized based on their 
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functions into cognitive (as in ‘thinking’), perceptive (as in ‘seeing’), desiderative 

(such as ‘desiring’, ‘wanting’) and emotive (as in ‘disliking’) processes.   

Perceptive:  (4) She   saw   a big snake.   

    Sensor  Process Phenomenon 

Cognitive:   (5) He   is thinking to quit his job. 

    Sensor   Process       Phenomenon  

Emotive:   (6) She   dislikes  egg pudding. 

    Sensor  Process Phenomenon 

Desiderative:(7) The boy  wants   a new toy car. 

    Sensor  Process Phenomenon 

 

In these instances of internal action or a mental process, the phenomenon is in no 

way directly affected by the process of ‘thinking’ or ‘knowing’ by the sensor, as 

opposed to the situation with the ‘Goal’ in a material process. Mental processes 

usually occur in the simple present tense.   

 

Some processes describe, characterize, identify, or define by expressing the state of 

‘being’ or ‘having’. These processes are usually expressed in the form of the verb 

‘be’ or ‘have’.  These are called relational processes, which, along with material 

and mental processes form three major types of processes. When a process is meant 

to model experience to ‘describe’ or ‘characterize’, rather than to ‘do’ or 

‘sense/feel’, it is a relational process. Here, one of the participants plays the role of 

a ‘carrier’ while the other is ‘attribute’ (see examples below). Also, they help us to 

‘identify’ or ‘define’ where one of the participants is ‘identified’ and the other plays 

the role of ‘identifier’.  

Characterize: (8) The girl  is   unhappy. 

    Carrier  Process Attribute 

   (9) The boy has    good looks. 

    Carrier  Process Attribute 

Identify:  (10) Sarah   is a young  person.  

    Identified Process Identifier 

 

The relational processes help to link various types of experiences and determine the 

relationships between them.   

 

The behavioural processes have characteristics of both physical and mental 

processes or in other words ‘material manifestations of mental processes’ (Bartlett, 

2014, p. 70). They are physiological actions mostly carried out involuntarily, such 

as in ‘breathing’ or ‘coughing’ or represent a state of consciousness such as 

‘laughing’ or crying’. One difference of behavioural process from the material 

processes is that they do not represent ‘actions but states (or something between the 
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two, like breathing)’ (Bartlett, 2014, p.50). For this reason, they can be converted 

to present continuous tense to express the ongoing feature (the ‘right now’) of this 

process type. The behavioural process usually includes ‘behaver’ in the key role, 

the one who is ‘behaving’ in a certain manner.   

(11) We are praying for the well-being of all.  

 Behaver  Process   Circumstance 

(12) She  cried for two hours for no reason. 

 Behaver Process  Circumstance  

 

The behavioural processes are grammatically closer to material processes and can 

be easily converted to present continuous tense such as ‘She is crying for…’ as 

highlighted in the above-mentioned example. 

 

The other processes include verbal processes that involve the acts of ‘saying’. This 

process always has a ‘sayer’, the one who provides some information, as well as 

the information that is being conveyed. This information is called ‘verbiage’. The 

verbal process may also identify the ‘receiver’, the one who is receiving the 

information, or the receiver may be absent at times.  The following examples 

illustrate the verbal clause structure.   

(13) She  told me  a story. 

 Sayer Process  Receiver Verbiage  

(14) The king  says  the war is over. 

 Sayer Process Verbiage 

 

The final category is the existential process which tells us about the existence of 

something, for example,  

 

(15) There is a cage for birds in the backyard.  

 

The verb ‘is’, unlike relational process is not telling us about the quality or identity 

of the cage, but it simply informs us about the existence of ‘a cage for birds’.  

 

4.4  AMBIGUITY IN CLASSIFICATION AND CAUTION 
 

Halliday’s system of transitivity has proved to be a useful way of approaching 

literary texts and highlights the interpretative power of language to reach up to the 

meanings of texts. The transitivity system is an important distinction for classifying 

actions of people to understand who is acting in material processes and who is more 

involved in mental activity. The transitivity analysis can help us understand who is 

in control of action and who is being controlled. Moreover, it helps to identify who 

is ‘speaking’ instead of ‘doing’ or ‘thinking’ and how what is being said is 
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important for the progression of a plot. Thus, it serves as an important tool in 

understanding characterization in a literary work. 

 

This is not to say that the model is perfect or above any criticism. Most of the 

objections on transitivity pertain to the objection on stylistics itself and has been 

continuously responded by the researchers in the domain. The criticism regarding 

the ambiguity of the classification of verbal elements into distinct categories is 

worth mentioning, which would be discussed here to an extent.  The categorization 

of verbal structures into different process types at an apparent level seems to be an 

easy affair. However, when studied deeply, it is observed that a straight-forward 

association between a process type and verb cannot work. The placement of verbs 

into a distinct category requires great care. For example, the verb ‘look’ is a 

behavioural process in He is looking at the sea, whereas in He looks desperate it is 

a relational process since ‘looks’ is similar to ‘is’ and is used to characterize the 

participant.  Similarly, the verb ‘is’ can be a relational process (such as in She is 

sad) or an existential process (as in We are locked in this room). The verb ‘talk’ 

apparently seems to be a verbal process yet when we concentrate on the activity or 

the process of ‘talking’ itself instead of a means to share information, it is 

categorized as a behavioural process as in ‘He was talking on the phone’. This 

means to say that it is difficult to determine a process type by looking at the verb 

without looking at the context in which the verb is used.  

 

4.5  TRANSITIVITY SYSTEM AND ITS APPLICATION FOR STYLE 
 

The ways in which processes are encoded in language are significant for 

stylisticians. It is interesting to note that if there are more than one way to encode 

experience in language, why the writer of a particular text chooses one specific way 

to relate that experience to its audience. Such as analysis of style has a great literary 

value. It allows us to see how writers exploit the functional value of language in 

multiple ways to generate multiple effects and emotions in the audience, thus 

linking a text to the emotional experience of readers.  

 

The transitivity process analysis is helpful to understand experiential meanings in 

fictional works. Provided below is an excerpt from the novel The Alchemist by 

Paulo Coelho. The excerpt relates the experience of Santiago the protagonist of the 

story during his ‘negotiations’ with various elements in nature to make possible his 

conversion into the wind, as promised on his behalf by Alchemist as a deal to get 

both free from the captivity of an Arab tribe. The excerpt relates the conversation 

of Santiago with nature. The way experiences are metamorphosed into language 

and expressed through process types in these lines are remarkable and the style is 
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used to show the abilities of the inanimate world existing at par with the animate 

one.   

     

Excerpt 4.1 
 

The desert didn’t answer him for a few moments.  

 

Then it told him, “I’ll give you my sands to help the wind to blow, but, alone, 

I can’t do anything. You have to ask for help from the wind.”  

 

A breeze began to blow. The tribesmen watched the boy from a distance, 

talking among themselves in a language that the boy couldn’t understand.  

 

The alchemist smiled.  

 

The wind approached the boy and touched his face. It knew of the boy’s talk 

with the desert, because the winds know everything. They blow across the 

world without a birthplace, and with no place to die.  

 

“Help me,” the boy said. “One day you carried the voice of my loved one to me.”  

 

“Who taught you to speak the language of the desert and the wind?”  

 

“My heart,” the boy answered. (…) 

 

“You can’t be the wind,” the wind said. “We’re two very different things.”  

 

“That’s not true,” the boy said. “I learned the al-chemist’s secrets in my 

travels. I have inside me the winds, the deserts, the oceans, the stars, and 

everything created in the universe. We were all made by the same hand, and 

we have the same soul. I want to be like you, able to reach every corner of the 

world, cross the seas, blow away the sands that cover my treasure, and carry 

the voice of the woman I love.”  

“I heard what you were talking about the other day with the alchemist,” the 

wind said. “He said that everything has its own Personal Legend. But people 

can’t turn themselves into the wind.”  

 

“Just teach me to be the wind for a few moments,” the boy said. “So you and 

I can talk about the limitless possibilities of people and the winds.”  
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The wind’s curiosity was aroused, something that had never happened before. 

It wanted to talk about those things, but it didn’t know how to turn a man into 

the wind. And look how many things the wind already knew how to do! It 

created deserts, sank ships, felled entire forests, and blew through cities filled 

with music and strange noises. It felt that it had no limits, yet here was a boy 

saying that there were other things the wind should be able to do.  

 

“This is what we call love,” the boy said, seeing that the wind was close to 

granting what he requested. “When you are loved, you can do anything in 

creation. When you are loved, there’s no need at all to understand what’s 

happening, because everything happens within you, and even men can turn 

themselves into the wind. As long as the wind helps, of course.”  

 

The wind was a proud being, and it was becoming irritated with what the boy 

was saying. It commenced to blow harder, raising the desert sands. But 

finally, it had to recognize that, even making its way around the world, it 

didn’t know how to turn a man into the wind. And it knew nothing about love.  

 

“In my travels around the world, I’ve often seen people speaking of love and 

looking toward the heavens,” the wind said, furious at having to acknowledge 

its own limitations. “Maybe it’s better to ask heaven.” 

 

“Well then, help me do that,” the boy said. “Fill this place with a sandstorm 

so strong that it blots out the sun. Then I can look to heaven without blinding 

myself.”  

So the wind blew with all its strength, and the sky was filled with sand. The 

sun was turned into a golden disk. 

 

    (The Alchemist, 2002, pp. 153 – 156) 

 

The processes analysis clearly shows nature as a powerful entity with as much of a 

life as that of other living creatures. In nature, we find plants that are classified as 

living things due to their ability to grow, eat and reproduce. Yet, even the most 

sophisticated forms of life such as chimpanzees cannot talk, think or feel in the 

same way as humans do. Neither do other elements in nature such as wind, or sun. 

Paulo Coelho however, using human-like processes for such inanimate elements of 

nature, equates them with humans by bestowing them with human-like qualities 

and power. This ‘intentionality’ of actions on the part of wind also entails the 

presence of mind and similar human-like capabilities such as to think and feel as 

well. This portrayal of wind as a conscious being with a mind is expressed through 

the mental processes like ‘know’, ‘feel’, ‘recognise’ ‘hear’, ‘see’, be ‘curious’ and 
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even get ‘furious’ and ‘irritated’ for its inability to understand love despite being 

so powerful. Therefore, instead of using the existential process like ‘the wind was 

blowing’, Cohelo uses processes that show more attributes of a conscious and 

thinking ‘being’. The boy meanwhile is only involved in the verbal process (such 

as ‘he said’) by requesting all these elements to help him turn into the wind as 

expressed through the desiderative process, ‘I want to be like you’. While the stage 

is taken over by the performances of nature, the backgrounded behavioural action 

is that of the tribesmen who ‘watch’ while the alchemist ‘smiled’ at these animate 

actions of the natural elements.  

 

The transitivity analysis of this extract well captures Coelho’s portrayal of man’s 

relationship with the universe. Within the cosmos, he considers nature at par with 

man, thriving and animate, capable of working in favour or against man. The 

human-like qualities given to inanimate objects is expressed through the processes 

these natural ‘beings’ are capable to do. This technique helps intensify the conflict 

going on inside Santiago in his spiritual journey, where nature symbolically 

expresses the internal conflicts within him and lead towards the progression of the 

self to the next level.  

 

The process analysis can also help identify the pace of action as well as understand 

the emotions of characters side by side. The excerpt below is taken from Harry 

Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997) by J. K. Rowling. The excerpt begins by 

capturing the adventurous ride of Harry Potter on the broomstick for the first time 

in his attempt to save a friend’s glass ball from a bully, Malfoy.    

  

Excerpt 4.2 
 

‘Catch it if you can, then!’ he shouted, and he threw the glass ball high into 

the air and streaked back towards the ground. 
 

 Harry saw, as though in slow motion, the ball rise up in the air and then start 

to fall. He leant forward and pointed his broom handle down – next second 

he was gathering speed in a steep dive, racing the ball – wind whistled in his 

ears, mingled with the screams of people watching – he stretched out his hand 

– a foot from the ground he caught it, just in time to pull his broom straight, 

and he toppled gently on to the grass with the Remembrall clutched safely in 

his fist.  
 

‘HARRY POTTER!’  
 

His heart sank faster than he’d just dived. Professor McGonagall was running 

towards them. He got to his feet, trembling.  
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‘Never – in all my time at Hogwarts –’  

 

Professor McGonagall was almost speechless with shock, and her glasses 

flashed furiously,’ – how dare you – might have broken your neck –’  

 

‘It wasn’t his fault, Professor –’  

 

‘Be quiet, Miss Patil –’  

 

‘But Malfoy –’  

 

‘That’s enough, Mr Weasley. Potter, follow me, now.’  

 

Harry caught sight of Malfoy, Crabbe and Goyle’s triumphant faces as he left, 

walking numbly in Professor McGonagall’s wake as she strode towards the 

castle. He was going to be expelled, he just knew it. He wanted to say 

something to defend himself, but there seemed to be something wrong with 

his voice. Professor McGonagall was sweeping along without even looking 

at him; he had to jog to keep up. Now he’d done it. He hadn’t even lasted two 

weeks. He’d be packing his bags in ten minutes. What would the Dursleys say 

when he turned up on the doorstep? 

 

 Up the front steps, up the marble staircase inside, and still Professor 

McGonagall didn’t say a word to him. She wrenched open doors and marched 

along corridors with Harry trotting miserably behind her. Maybe she was 

taking him to Dumbledore. He thought of Hagrid, expelled but allowed to stay 

on as gamekeeper. Perhaps he could be Hagrid’s assistant. His stomach 

twisted as he imagined it, watching Ron and the others becoming wizards 

while he stumped around the grounds, carrying Hagrid’s bag.  

 

(Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, 1997, p. 111 – 112) 

 

The tumultuous action of Harry is captured through an amalgamation of verb 

sequences involving mental processes such as he ‘saw’, and material processes 

such as ‘leant forward’, ‘pointed his broom’, ‘racing the ball’, ‘stretched out his 

hand’, ‘caught it’, ‘pull his broom’, and ‘toppled gently on to the grass’. These 

material actions of Harry are foregrounded through the background behavioural 

actions of the audience who were ‘watching’ and all the sounds he could hear were 

mixed with their ‘screams’. The extraordinary adventure of Harry to use broomstick 

ingeniously was greeted instead by the reprimand of Professor McGonagall, who 

happened to be passing by and observed this dangerous and risky action of Harry. 
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The anger of McGonagall is expressed through the ‘flashing’ of her glasses, where 

an inanimate object is used to express her disapproval. The flashing of glasses as 

an expression of her anger is used to translate the distance Harry feels from her and 

his lack of courage to justify his action in the face of her extreme and serious 

reaction. The choice of processes thus can become a distancing device for stylistic 

goals. 

 

After the thrill of the adventure, Harry is overcome by anxiety and anxiousness 

about his future here at Hogwarts where he starts fearing his expulsion. This 

disappointment is expressed through the type of mental and physical processes he 

gets involved in. His mental action ‘caught sight’ of the victorious reaction of 

Malfoy at his rebuke, affects his material actions when he starts ‘walking numbly’ 

following Professor McGonagall to face his punishment. Even the looming threat 

of expulsion fails to get him to act due to his disappointment when he ‘seemed’ 

unable to defend himself. A sequence of other mental actions follows his 

desiderative mental action ‘wanted to say something’, which is met by some 

unexpected fault with his voice. His inability to control his body and senses is also 

expressed through his material action of ‘trembling’ and ‘twisting’ of his stomach.  

His mental actions involve ‘thought(s)’ making him ‘imagine’ himself as Hagrid’s 

assistant, who was already facing expulsion, followed by the behavioural action 

of ‘watching’ himself and performing material action of ‘stumping around’ and 

‘carrying bags’ of Hagrid.   

 

This analysis shows that the verbal choices can create various stylistic effects in 

literary texts for mirroring the emotional journey of characters as well as impacting 

audience in a particular way.   

 

EXERCISES 

 
1.  Define and give six atleast two examples for each of the six types of processes 

identified by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004). Provide at least two examples 

of your own to explain each category.  

2.  Select a few passages from a fictional work of your choice and answer the 

following questions.   

a.  Identify and underline all the verbal elements of the clause. 

b.  Identify participants and their function (such as behaver or ‘sayer’ etc.) 

as well as circumstances.  

c.  Categorize all process types.  

d.  Explain the transitivity choices by relating the processes to the 

functional value of text/s and its/their characterization.   
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit builds an understanding of a core concept of stylistics in narrative fiction 

called point of view (POV). The unit explains various categories as well as 

principles underlying the concept. The concept of modality from functional 

linguistics is also explained and the link between POV and modality is established 

in the light of their stylistic significance. The examples from various literary texts 

are provided to elaborate on the concepts. The practical examples also enable 

students to understand the utility of concepts to analyze style as well as understand 

their functional significance in Characterization and genre conventions.    

 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• DISCUSS the use of narrative point of view (POV) and modality as a means 

to understand narrative organisation for carrying out stylistic analysis 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various types of POV and 

modality such as: 

o Explain the role of grammatical person in the POV of narrative 

o Homodiegetic and heterodiegetic narrator 

o Ideological POV, temporal POV, spatial POV and psychological POV  

o Epistemic and deontic modality 

o Internal and external type narrator 

o Positive, negative, and neutral modal shading  

• CONDUCT stylistic analysis of passages taken from the literary works using 

the modal of POV 

• RECOGNIZE how the type of modal shading in various POV categories helps 

to uncover meaning in a fictional narrative. 
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5.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

This chapter introduces and explains the relationship of two aspects crucial to 

measuring style in literary texts, namely point of view and modality. Narratorial 

point of view (POV) is considered as a pivotal technique that is widely applied to 

study style. Also, modality is regarded as a significant contribution of Systemic 

Functional Grammar (SFG) to the linguistic description used widely to study style. 

The insights from both the modality patterns and narrative point of view can help 

uncover various style markers for stylisticians at work. This chapter first explicates 

the concepts independently and then shows how POV and modality together can 

reveal stylistic features. The chapter facilitates comprehension through the 

application of concepts to literary texts. 

 

The following section provides an account on describing point of view and its 

various categories, and their role in literary works to build an understanding of their 

function as a key to analyse style.  

 

5.2  POINT OF VIEW IN NARRATIVE FICTION 
 

Point of view (POV) is a concept pivotal to storytelling but is also applied to the 

study of visual works of art such as paintings or films. In the telling of a story, the 

author can choose to narrate it by using different point of views. In simple words, 

POV is the perspective from which a story is told. It is the angle from which 

thoughts, actions and events are narrated.  

 

The point of view of a narrative can be categorised on the basis of the grammatical 

person, which is one indicator for the level of insight given to the narrator. The 

grammatical person tells us about who is telling the story as expressed through 

pronouns being first-person, second-person and third-person. The story can be ours 

(using ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘mine’) which seems to be the most natural way to tell stories as 

people like to relate the incidents happened to them. The least common way is to 

tell a story about ‘you’ as readers. It is rare to encounter such narratives where the 

writer tells stories about readers. The last type of grammatical person involves 

telling the story of someone else (using ‘she’, ‘he’ ‘they’ for the characters). This 

type of narration is also natural as we like to tell stories of other people as well. The 

‘level of insight’ is related to how much a narrator knows about the characters and 

how much access s/he has or pretends to have to the characters’ thoughts, feelings 

and emotions. This next section explains POV in detail with examples from works 

of fiction. 
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5.2.1 Approaches to Point of View 
 

To explain the stylistic significance of POV, it is crucial to look at how we can 

categorize POV. The attention to the grammatical person can allow us to look at 

the level of insight or access readers are given to understand story and 

characterisation. We can also organize narrative experience by categorizing them 

into various planes of POV. These concepts are explained in the following sections.  

 

5.2.1.1 Types of POV 
 

The narrative point of view can be categorized based on the grammatical person. 

The story can be told through the first-person pronoun ‘I’ (or ‘me’). It is assumed 

that the storyteller is the same person who is enacting as a character in the story. 

Here, the narrator is part of the actions in the plot. Since the narrator is one of the 

characters, s/he can tell us what s/he thinks or feels. In this capacity, s/he has her/his 

limitations and is often unable to tell what other characters feel and think. Consider 

the example below from Gulliver's Travels by Jonathan Swift. Here the narrator, 

Gulliver, tells the story of his adventure of arriving in a strange island Lilliput after 

his shipwreck and finds himself surrounded by tiny people that are six inches long.  

 

Excerpt 5.1 

 
I could only look upwards; the Sun began to grow hot, and the Light 

offended mine Eyes. I heard a confused Noise about me, but in the 

Posture I lay, could see nothing except the Sky. In a little time I felt 

something alive moving on my left Leg, which advancing gently 

forward over my Breast, came almost up to my Chin; when bending 

mine Eyes downwards as much as I could, I perceived it to be a human 

Creature not six Inches high, with a Bow and Arrow in his Hands, and 

a Quiver at his Back. In the mean time, I felt at least Forty more of the 

same Kind (as I conjectured) following the first. I was in the utmost 

Astonishment, and roared so loud, that they all ran back in a Fright; and 

some of them, as I was afterwards told, were hurt with the Falls they got 

by leaping from my Sides upon the Ground.  

(Rawson and Higgins, 2005. p. 17) 

 

The perspective of the story is that of Gulliver’s in the above-mentioned passage. 

The narrative is recounted from the eyes of the first-person narrator, and we are 

given access to the thoughts and feelings of Gulliver. Thus, as readers, we are made 

to see and not see (‘could only look upwards’; ‘could see nothing except the Sky’), 

hear (‘heard a confused Noise about me’), feel (‘Sun began to grow hot’; ‘the Light 
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offended mine Eyes’; ‘felt something alive moving on my left Leg’) and perceive 

(‘I perceived it to be a human Creature not six Inches high’) only through Gulliver’s 

perspective. What we come to know about other characters, their actions, and their 

feelings are through Gulliver’s perceptions and sensory experiences. There is no 

external way of judging or knowing other characters except from Gulliver’s eyes. 

This type of narrative is also called homodiegetic, where the narrator is internal to 

the narrative plot.  

 

The narrative could be told by a third-person narrator as well. This type is 

heterodiegetic, where the narrator is not a character in the story and relates it being 

external to the narrative plot. The narrator could be a third person observer, where 

s/he only observes what characters are doing without knowing what they are 

thinking. It is more like a camera showing what characters are doing. The narrator 

is mostly able to ‘see’ and ‘hear’ only. This perspective is limited. Thus the narrator 

is not having access to the inner thoughts and feelings of the characters and point 

of view is more objective. The extract below is taken from Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland (1895) by Lewis Carroll. What Alice sees after she goes down the 

rabbit hole, is described by the narrator in the following way: 

 

Excerpt 5.2 
 

Alice was not a bit hurt, and she jumped up to her feet in a moment: she 

looked up, but it was all dark overhead: before her was another long 

passage, and the White Rabbit was still in sight, hurrying down it. (p. 9) 

 

The narrator here tells the story of Alice, without seeming to know more about her 

than what can be observed. Without going to the internal thoughts of the character, 

the narrator tells the story as an external observer of the event being told. He notices 

that Alice is not hurt based on the observation that she ‘jumped up to her feet in a 

moment’. Later on, in the same story, the narrator shifts the focus from being an 

external observer to an all-knowing narrator. The narrator assumes greater 

knowledge about Alice and even gains access to the thoughts of Alice by sharing 

her worries and woes. Here, the narrator has a ‘god-like’ status with an eye of 

observing the whole narrative unfolding in front of him with easy access to the 

inner thoughts and feelings of characters. This has been exemplified through the 

extract below, where Alice, from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1895) by 

Lewis Carroll, peeps into a small door of only 15 inches high with a desire to get 

inside it, despite knowing it was too small for her. Notice the way the narrator 

allows the reader to have access to her inner thoughts and feelings:  
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N 

Excerpt 5.3 

 
How she longed to get out of that dark hall and wander about among 

those beds of bright flowers and those cool fountains, but she could not 

even get her head through the doorway; “and even if my head would go 

through,” thought poor Alice, “it would be of very little use without my 

shoulders. Oh, how I wish I could shut up like a telescope! I think I 

could if I only knew how to begin.” For, you see, so many out-of-the-

way things happened lately that Alice had begun to think that very few 

things indeed were really impossible. (p. 10).  

 

This passage tells us what's happening with Alice, and what is she thinking (‘even 

if my head would go through, it would be of very little use without my shoulders’) 

and what does she wish (‘Oh, how I wish I could shut up like a telescope! I think I 

could, if I only knew how to begin’) since her thoughts and wishes are only known 

to her therefore in this passage, the distinction between Alice and the narrator is 

quite blurred because the thoughts and feelings of Alice are reflected by the 

narrator, although the narrator is not a character in the story. This is an example of 

a third-person omniscient narrator. This type of narrator is all-knowing and along 

with observing the character/s, s/he also peeps into the inner thoughts and can 

translate their emotions. There is another scenario linked to this type of narration. 

In the second case, if the narrator is only able to delve into the thoughts of a single 

character, usually the protagonist, and is unable to recount thoughts and feelings of 

other characters in the story, this type of narrator has a limited omniscient 

perspective. This type of narrative perspective is in a way similar to the first-person 

narrative perspective as our access is limited to one of the characters.        

 

The following figure can express the various point of views explained above. 

POV 

 

POV 

 
(a) First-Person (b) Third-Person Objective 
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POV 

 

POV 

 
(c) Third-Person Limited (d) Third-Person Omniscient 

 

Figure 5.1 Narrative Point of View 

 

The figure shows that only in type (a), the narrator is in the story while in the rest 

of the types, the narrator is not part of the story, but may have varying knowledge 

or level of insight into the characters depending upon the type of POV.  

 

5.2.1.2 Planes in Narrative Point of View 
 

The analysis of POV in fiction is indebted to the contributions of Boris Uspensky 

(1973) and Roger Fowler (1996) who proposed a model which Paul Simpson calls 

the ‘Fowler-Uspensky model’ (2004, p. 77). The model helps understand various 

aspects of the narrative world to analyze narrative style. The model comprises of 

four categories in a narrative organization including ideological plane, temporal 

plane, spatial plane and psychological plane.  

 

The ideological plane refers to how text becomes a medium to reflect and 

propagate certain beliefs and values of social significance as voiced through the 

narrator and/or character/s in the world of fiction. The ideological weaving in a 

narrative world can serve a mirror to reflect the author’s ideological bent and views. 

However, it is possible that the author may not agree with the ideological values as 

expressed through the characters of a story. Some works of literature, for example, 

Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart and Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, are 

known as reflections of Marxist influence. Karl Marx’s theory of historical 

materialism is interpreted as the ideological foundation of these literary works since 

they reflect materialism as a basis of social structure and development. In Paul 

Simpson’s (2004) view, the ideological plane in Fowler-Uspensky model’s is too 

broad and all-encompassing as nearly all aspects of narrative fiction, such as theme, 

motifs, characterisation, plot and voice, can become part of an ‘ideology’. 
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Therefore, Simpson advocates a careful approach towards the use of the ideological 

plane for stylistic analysis.  

 

The temporal plane in Fowler-Uspensky’s model is concerned with the way time 

relationships are expressed stylistically. For stylistic purposes, techniques on 

temporal plane may include repetition, flashback and flashforward. It could be 

stylistically significant from a temporal perspective when events are not told 

linearly, and instead unfold through flashbacks taking readers back in time. An 

author may also play with the duration, a crucial category in narrative analysis, 

which can be enacted through acceleration or deceleration of a narrative. This may 

involve covering many years of a character’s life in a few paragraphs or spanning 

a few hours or even minutes over a complete narrative fiction. The works of 

Virginia Woolf are known for the use of challenging temporal manipulations that 

are stylistically significant.  Simpson (2004) believes that the temporal plane can 

mainly serve as a useful way to explicate narrative structure instead of functioning 

as a marker of point of view.    

 

The remaining two categories of spatial and psychological planes in Simpson’s 

(2004) view doubtlessly formulate the essence of POV concept. The spatial plane 

is related to the ‘angle’ from which a narrative is told which can be expressed 

through the grammar of location and deixis. The spatial point of view helps readers 

locate the physical organisation and orientation of objects in a narrative space as 

viewed from the angle of a character/narrator. It helps establish for readers the 

concepts of proximity and distance as viewed from the POV of characters/narrator 

within a narrative space. Consider the example mentined below from Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland (1895) by Lewis Carroll.  

 

Excerpt 5.4 
 

In a little while, however, she again heard a little pattering of footsteps 

in the distance, and she looked up eagerly, half hoping that the Mouse 

had changed his mind, and was coming back to finish his story. (p. 23) 

 

The story is told in third-person limited omniscient POV. The perspective is limited 

to the character of Alice and a focus on the spatial plane reflects this. The narrator 

uses Alice’s perceptions (‘she again heard a little pattering of footsteps in the 

distance’) to determine a sense of distance and proximity for the readers. The way 

objects are located in the narrative space is through the perspective of Alice. It is 

the position and location of Alice where the whole drama and action is taking place 

and carries significance. Therefore, the reader is oriented towards where Alice is 
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located as expressed through the return of Mouse which ‘was coming back’ to 

Alice.  

 

The psychological plane provides an internalized perspective and allows the 

readers to peep into the feelings, emotions and thoughts of the characters. The 

psychological plane allows the narrator to rely on the senses and perceptions of 

characters to delve into their emotions and thoughts. This reliance on perceptions 

for psychological POV shows a link between spatial and psychological plane. This 

is also evident in the above-mentioned example where the reader is made to rely on 

Alice’s perceptions to determine the spatial point of reference (‘she again heard a 

little pattering of footsteps in the distance’). The dependency of the two for 

narration and POV is inevitable, and it is frequently encountered in literary works 

where spatial POV almost seamlessly progresses into the internal thoughts and 

cognitive processes of characters. Once the reader is made to establish the viewing 

position of the character, s/he is further taken into the inner thoughts of the 

characters. In the above given example from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, we 

can notice that once Alice’s perceptions are used to give locative cues to the readers, 

next we are taken into the inner thoughts of Alice where she ‘hopes’ for the return 

of Mouse: ‘…half hoping that the Mouse had changed his mind, and was coming 

back to finish his story’ (p. 23).  Due to this deep imperceptible link between the 

two, Simpson (2004) advocates for subsuming spatial POV into the broader 

category of psychological POV.   

 

5.3  MODALITY AND POINT OF VIEW IN NARRATIVES  
 

The previous section has explained the significance of POV in the analysis of 

narrative style. The functional significance of point of view can be understood 

better if we focus our attention on the role of the interpersonal function of language 

when interpreting experiential meaning. This section deals with elaborating this 

concept further.  

 

The functional significance of texts for stylistics can be uncovered by relating the 

interpersonal function with the experiential function which enables us to understand 

different genres and characterisation in fiction. In the previous section, it was 

established that psychological POV, among the rest of the four categories, is crucial 

for the understanding of the narrative organization. This section explains how 

psychological POV can be analysed by using a feature of language called modality 

which is linked to the interpersonal function of language.  To explain this 

relationship, the next section first describes the concept of modality.     
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5.3.1 Modality 
 

In Systemic Functional Linguistics, Halliday (1994) has identified three 

metafunctions of language namely ideational, interpersonal, and textual. The 

ideational function of language is concerned with the transference of ideas and 

experiences, textual function maintains discourse flow, while the interpersonal 

function is meant for relationship building.  In literary texts, the interpersonal 

function can also serve the ideational purpose by conveying the speaker’s 

judgement about what is being said (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010). The use of the 

interpersonal function of language for conveying experiential meaning is an 

important feature of style in literary texts that also functionally performs its role in 

establishing differences among various written genres.    

 

In SFL, modality is linked to the interpersonal function of language. The 

interpersonal system of language is concerned with how users of language orient 

themselves to their utterances. It is that grammatical system “which allows us to 

attach expressions of belief, attitude and obligation to what we say and write” 

(Simpson, 2004, p. 123). The expressions of language may have varying degrees of 

certainty and all sorts of commitments and obligations that are encoded in the 

system of modality.   

 

Typically, modality is conveyed through modal auxiliary verbs including can, 

could, may, might, shall, should, will and would. Other means of expression include 

quasi-modals such as need, have to and ought to, as well as adjectives and adverbs 

conveying modal meaning, such as ‘It is possible/necessary/imperative…’ or ‘The 

event will possibly …’ and so on.   

 

Modality can convey different meaning with varying level of force. It can be used 

to convey the level of certainty or likelihood of what is being said. This type of 

modality is called epistemic modality where the speaker orients him/herself 

regarding the truth value of their utterance. Speakers may utter a proposition with 

a high certainty level such as in ‘I am dead sure I saw a lion in the woods’. The 

speaker seems to be highly committed to the truth value of the proposition. In 

contrast, the force of utterance can be weak with least level of commitment, such 

as in ‘The creature in the woods seemed to be a lion’. Often subsumed under 

epistemic modality is perception modality, which makes use of senses to relate an 

experience and to align oneself with its truth value. The words such as ‘hear’, or 

‘see’, in for example ‘I have heard you saw a lion in the woods’, show the use of 

perceptions for relating an experience.   
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Modality can also be used to convey the meanings of necessity and obligation. This 

is called deontic modality. In the sentence, ‘You must reach to the school’s gate 

by 8:00 a.m.’, the modal ‘must’ expresses the deontic use by showing the obligation 

to arrive at the school by the specified time. Closely related to deontic is boulomaic 

modality which expresses the meanings of desirability, as in ‘I wish I could go to 

the moon’.     

 

It is crucial to understand that the modal forms used are not the sole indicators to 

the type of modality since meaning is intrinsically related to its function in a given 

context. Notice the three functions of the same modal ‘should’: 

• It should have been a best seller. The book is amazing. (boulomaic) 

• I believe he should be reaching here by now. (epistemic)  

• You should keep your belongings in the right places. (deontic)  

 

5.3.2 Modality and Psychological POV 

 
Various types of modal patternings contribute to the style and reflect the 

psychological point of view. Modality helps us to uncover the ‘manner’ in which a 

narrative takes place. How actions and events are told is crucial for style purposes. 

A useful way to approach POV in a narrative is to study its modality system. The 

choices made by the author can act as crucial linguistic evidence for marking style 

in narrative fiction. Therefore, exploration of POV through modality helps in 

formalizing the “grammar of point of view” (Neary, 2014, p. 175).  

 

Modality can be used to create different types of effects in literary works. In this 

regard, Paul Simpson (2004) has provided a model to show ways in which modality 

can affect meanings in narrative fiction. His model is derived from the contributions 

of Uspensky (1973) who distinguished between the Internal type of narrator, that 

is more involved in the narration with more subjective POV, and the External type, 

which points to a more objective narratorial mode where commentary can be made 

on the character/s instead of expressing their views. Later, Fowler (1986) 

contributed to Uspensky’s concepts by providing a classification of narrative POV 

into the following four types: 

- Internal type A:  

First-person POV, participating character with authorial modality and access 

to feelings and thoughts of the character (called verbasentiendi) 

 

- Internal type B:  

Third-person POV, a non-participating omniscient narrator that has access to 

thoughts and feelings of characters (verbasentiendi) 
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- External type C:  

Third-person POV, non-participating author, no access to thoughts and 

feelings of characters, and lacks authorial modality or verbasentiendi 

 

- External type D:  

Some use of the first-person pronoun, explicit authorial modality, with lack 

of access to participants’ thoughts and feelings 

 

Internal Type B is different from Internal Type A on the basis that the narrator is 

not present as a character in the narration and stays as a third-person narrator, 

though the level of involvement reflects subjectivity as access is provided to the 

thoughts and feelings of the characters.  External Type C is marked by the 

avoidance of any access or knowledge of the feelings and thoughts of the 

character/s, so the narrative mode is highly objective. In comparison, External Type 

D is intriguing since there is the presence of authorial modality but is reflected by 

markers of uncertainty and the avoidance of providing a clear-cut reflection of 

character’s feelings and thoughts (usually through expressions such as ‘it seems’, 

‘perhaps’, ‘it appeared’ and so on).  

 

Based on some of the criticism aimed at Fowler’s classification, Simpson (2004) 

extended the model by removing some ambiguities and he, thus, proposed his 

modal grammar of narrative point of view. He viewed modality types distributed 

across various POV categories, where some modal types tend to occur more 

frequently than others in a specific category. He divided narrative into Category 

A, representing first-person narratorial mode (homodiegetic), and Category B, 

based on third-person narrative POV (heterodiegetic).  

 

- Category A:    Positive, Negative, Neutral 

- Category B : - Narratorial Mode  Positive, Negative, Neutral 

                          - Reflector Mode  Positive, Negative, Neutral 

 

Category B is sub divided into Narratorial Mode and Reflector Mode. The 

difference between the two is that of perspective: if the story is told from the 

internal perspective of a character/s, it is in reflector mode, and if it is told from 

outside the perspective of character/s, it falls under narratorial mode. Each category 
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can have a modal shading of positive, negative, and neutral, resulting in a total of 

nine narratorial categories.  

 

The positive modal shading not only tells what's happening but also how events 

take place, by relaying the inner thoughts and feelings of a character. The ability to 

comprehend and interpret the narrative world is comparatively easier for the readers 

as the emotions and feelings of characters are much clearly articulated. This specific 

type of modal pattering is marked by expressions of obligations and desires, usually 

expressed with deontic and boulomaic modality. Moreover, this modal patterning 

also involves expression of wishes, judgements, opinions as well as thoughts, 

feelings and perceptions against other characters or narrative events as a way to 

facilitate readers’ interpretation.  

 

The negative modal shading, on the other hand, is less transparent and though 

narrator/characters try to make sense of their world, they are less successful in their 

attempt. It involves more use of epistemic and perception modality, where the 

narrator’s level of confidence in proposition’s certainty is compromised (such as 

through the use of expressions of doubt like ‘may’, ‘it appears’). The negative 

modal shading is stylistically significant and carries great functional value. More 

so for the fact that the author, being the creator of the narrative, is supposed to know 

everything. When the certainty of a proposition is compromised, its use can point 

to various interesting purposes and idiosyncracies for those involved in a keen study 

of style.   

 

The last type of shading is called neutral shading, as it is devoid of any modal 

shading. There is little or no access to the narrator’s thinking, feelings or opinion, 

and the propositions tend to be more neutral and categorical. There is a little or no 

room for any interpretation, as such type of patterning reduces the presence of 

doubts and denies access to the psychological makeup of characters.   

 

This section has provided an account on the ways modality can serve as a crucial 

means to understand POV in works of fiction. The various modal categories can 

point to interesting narratorial techniques employed by a narrator who can choose 

among various narratorial POVs while telling a story. The level of insight as 

provided through modal shading can be a crucial marker of style to understand the 

functional value of works of fiction. The next section applies these techniques to 

the relevant literature to study style.  
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5.4  POINT OF VIEW AS A FUNCTIONAL MARKER OF STYLE  
 

The function value of point of view is central to the art of storytelling because it is 

possible for the author, as the originator of the narrative, to always act as an 

omniscient narrator and share the inner thoughts and feelings of all the characters. 

However, the choice of an author to remain incapable or unwilling to share inner 

feeling of all the characters may serve as a crucial technique of characterization and 

genre observance or exploitation. As discussed above, various types of modal 

shading can help further elucidate POV for the purpose of style. This section 

decribes this relationship by means of examples from the fictional world of 

narratives.  

 

The positive type of shading as discussed in the previous section helps readers 

interpret the narratorial meaning clearly as it is marked using deontic and 

boulomaic modality. The following excerpt taken from Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland (1895) by Lewis Carroll illustrates this type.  

 

Excerpt 5.5 
 

By this time she had found her way into a tidy little room with a table 

in the window, and on it (as she had hoped) a fan and two or three pairs 

of tiny white kid gloves: she took up the fan and a pair of the gloves, 

and was just going to leave the room, when her eye fell upon a little 

bottle that stood near the looking glass. There was no label this time 

with the words “DRINK ME,” but nevertheless she uncorked it and put 

it to her lips. “I know something interesting is sure to happen,” she said 

to herself, “whenever I eat or drink anything; so I ’ll just see what this 

bottle does. I do hope it ’ll make me grow large again, for really I ’m 

quite tired of being such a tiny little thing!” 

 

It did so indeed, and much sooner than she had expected: before she had 

drunk half the bottle, she found her head pressing against the ceiling, 

and had to stoop to save her neck from being broken. She hastily put 

down the bottle, saying to herself, “That’s quite enough—I hope I shan’t 

grow any more—As it is, I can’t get out at the door—I do wish I hadn’t 

drunk quite so much !” 

 

Alas! It was too late to wish that! She went on growing and growing, 

and very soon had to kneel down on the floor : in another minute there 
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was not even room for this, and she tried the effect of lying down with 

one elbow against the door, and the other arm curled round her head. 

(pp. 43 – 44)  

 

The narrative is full of boulomaic modality (as expressed through the words such 

as ‘I wish’, ‘I hope’), serving the purpose of expressing children’s whimsical and 

daydreaming nature where they wish for having access to any attractive object. The 

use of positive shading is a marker of clarity as expressed through deontic modality 

and expressions of obligations showing Alice’s commitments to self (‘I’ll just see’; 

‘That’s quite enough’; ‘I shall be punished for it now’). This type of shading thus 

helps to establish the genre of children fiction and their world of fantasy as well as 

foregrounding the character of Alice representing the mentality of a little girl. 

Therefore, the narrative is full of internal perspective relating the thoughts, feelings, 

and perceptions of Alice. This excerpt reflects the use of positive shading and also 

the overall style of the book. The style of the book carries both the positive and 

negative shading, probably as a reflection of doubts and confusion in the minds of 

children, however, as shown through the example above, the use of positive shading 

is marked in this narrative fiction.   

 

The negative shading is usually expressed by boulomaic and perception modality. 

This type of shading is characterised by less certainty and poses the difficulty of 

interpretation for readers. The following example from Harry Potter and the 

Philosopher’s Stone (1997) by J. K. Rowling is used to illustrate this type of 

shading.   

 

Excerpt 5.6 
 

It was on the corner of the street that he noticed the first sign of 

something peculiar – a cat reading a map. For a second, Mr Dursley 

didn’t realise what he had seen – then he jerked his head around to look 

again. There was a tabby cat standing on the corner of Privet Drive, but 

there wasn’t a map in sight. What could he have been thinking of? It 

must have been a trick of the light. Mr Dursley blinked and stared at the 

cat. It stared back. As Mr Dursley drove around the corner and up the 

road, he watched the cat in his mirror. It was now reading the sign that 

said Privet Drive – no, looking at the sign; cats couldn’t read maps or 

signs. Mr Dursley gave himself a little shake and put the cat out of his 

mind. As he drove towards town he thought of nothing except a large 

order of drills he was hoping to get that day. 

 



81 
 

But on the edge of town, drills were driven out of his mind by something 

else. As he sat in the usual morning traffic jam, he couldn’t help noticing 

that there seemed to be a lot of strangely dressed people about. People 

in cloaks. Mr Dursley couldn’t bear people who dressed in funny clothes 

– the get-ups you saw on young people! He supposed this was some 

stupid new fashion. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and 

his eyes fell on a huddle of these weirdos standing quite close by. They 

were whispering excitedly together. Mr Dursley was enraged to see that 

a couple of them weren’t young at all; why, that man had to be older 

than he was, and wearing an emerald-green cloak! The nerve of him! 

But then it struck Mr Dursley that this was probably some silly stunt – 

these people were obviously collecting for something ... yes, that would 

be it. The traffic moved on, and a few minutes later, Mr Dursley arrived 

in the Grunnings car park, his mind back on drills. (p. 8) 

 

The passage is narrated in heterodiegetic mode utilising the third person POV and 

makes use of characeter’s perceptions to narrate experience (Category B reflector 

mode). The thoughts and feelings of Mr Dursley as told by the narrator are 

characterised by lack of certainty and disbelief (as expressed through seemed, 

probably). MrDursely is doubtful of what he saw (‘didn’t realise what he had seen’; 

‘but there wasn’t a map in sight’), and even doubts if he is in his right senses (‘What 

could he have been thinking of? It must have been a trick of the light’; ‘no, looking 

at the sign; cats couldn’t read maps or signs’; ‘gave himself a little shake and put 

the cat out of his mind’).  

 

This confusion of Mr Dursely is used as a tool for creating confusion into the minds 

of readers. The more we are taken deep into the perceptions and thoughts of Mr 

Dursely, the more we get confused. In this way, J. K Rowling prepares the readers 

for the upcoming incidents that might appear further strange to the readers. This 

type of shading also helps the writer to portray Mr Dursely in opposition to the 

wizards, which are hated by ‘normal’ people or ‘muggles’. This disbelief can be a 

sign of deliberate denial and thus helps reflect Mr Dursely as a hater of magic who 

is unable and unwilling to accept magic as ‘real’. Along with characterisation, the 

atmosphere of disbelief is a way of situating the work of fiction within the genre of 

magical realism. In this world of magic, where magic is considered as part of 

reality, the atmosphere of uncertainty foregrounds the magical elements as against 

the ‘normal expectations’ of the real world.    

 

The neutral mode of narration is characterized by an absence of modality. There is 

no attempt to psychologically evaluate characters, events, or circumstances by 
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withholding any subjective judgements or assessments. The psychological 

evaluations are replaced by a focus on physical descriptions. The example below is 

taken from Gulliver's Travels by Jonathan Swift and it illustrates neutral type of 

shading.  

 

Excerpt 5.7 
 

It would not be proper for some Reasons, to trouble the Reader with the 

Particulars of our Adventures in those Seas: Let it suffice to inform him, 

that in our Passage from thence to the East-Indies, we were driven by a 

violent Storm to the North-west of Van Diemen’s Land. By an 

Observation, we found ourselves in the Latitude of 30 Degrees 2 

Minutes South. Twelve of our Crew were dead by immoderate Labour, 

and ill Food; the rest were in a very weak Condition. On the fifth of 

November, which was the beginning of Summer in those Parts, the 

Weather being very hazy, the Seamen spyed a Rock, within half a 

Cable’s length of the Ship; but the Wind was so strong, that we were 

driven directly upon it, and immediately split. Six of the Crew, of whom 

I was one, having let down the Boat into the Sea, made a Shift to get 

clear of the Ship, and the Rock. We rowed by my Computation, about 

three Leagues, till we were able to work no longer, being already spent 

with Labour while we were in the Ship. We therefore trusted ourselves 

to the Mercy of the Waves; and in about half an Hour the Boat was 

overset by a sudden Flurry from the North. What became of my 

Companions in the Boat, as well as of those who escaped on the Rock, 

or were left in the Vessel, I cannot tell; but conclude they were all lost. 

For my own Part, I swam as Fortune directed me, and was pushed 

forward by Wind and Tide. I often let my Legs drop, and could feel no 

Bottom: But when I was almost gone, and able to struggle no longer, I 

found myself within my Depth; and by this Time the Storm was much 

abated. (pp. 16 – 17)  

 

The beginning of the passage sets the tone that runs thrughout the narrative. The 

narrative is told in homodiegetic mode (Category A) as reflected through the use of 

the first-person pronoun. Here, Gulliver tells the reader that he would not bother 

them with unnecessary details and would stay focused on the point of discussion. 

This intent of staying neutral is also reflected in the way events are narrated. 

Although the narrator is the main character of the story and happens to know a lot 

more than what is told but chooses to narrate only what is required for his readers 
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(‘Let it suffice to inform him’). The events that are told are extraordinary events 

and often life-threatening (‘we were driven by a violent Storm’; ‘Twelve of our 

Crew were dead’; ‘We therefore trusted ourselves to the Mercy of the Waves’; ‘they 

were all lost’), the tone of the narration is surprisingly neutral. It is presumed that 

the narrator must have been passing through difficult times mentally and 

emotionally, but the focus of narration stays on the physical description, without 

any reference to his inner turmoil. Thus, this emotional estrangement and lack of 

any psychological interpretation can ultimately inform psychological bent of a 

character or narrator.  

 

The neutral narratorial mode can be stylistically significant for understanding 

characterisation. The narrator it seems wants to build his image to the readers as 

someone who is dexterous, methodical, and devoid of emotions. This helps to build 

the credibility of character and thus serves as a technique to make readers believe 

in whatever the narrator says. This type of narration is mostly found in factual or 

journalistic reporting. Secondly, the neutral narratorial shading also helps Jonathan 

Swift to apparently situate the story in the genre of travel narrative. Gulliver’s 

Travels is a work of satire on English customs and politics. By parodying the travel 

narrative, the writer gives the semblance that the narrative is based on factual 

events. In this way, when he narrates highly impossible events in a completely 

neutral tone (such as people six inches long), he can make readers interpret the 

meaning of the satire other than what is reflected at the apparent level. This type of 

narrative technique carries great stylistic significance for the students of literary 

criticism.   

 

These modal shadings for the narrative point of view are useful categories for the 

analysis of style. It may be noted however that there is a lack of definiteness when 

a narrator chooses a mode of narration, and that a fictional narrative usually relies 

on more than one narratorial mode. Nevertheless, Paul Simpson’s modal grammar 

of narrative point of view stands as an effective option for analyzing narratorial 

style in understanding characterization and genre conventions as well as its 

violations. 
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EXERCISES 

 
1.  Explain different types of point of views in narrative fiction by providing 

examples from literary works of fiction.  

2.  What are the different planes of point of view? Which plane is the most crucial 

one for analysis of style and why?  

3.  What is modality? Explain different types of modalities with examples. 

4.  What is the relationship between modality and point of view? 

5.  Choose three passages from various works of fiction and exemplify positive, 

negative, and neutral shading on the passages. Also identify the category, 

grammatical person and narratorial mode as homodiegetic or heterodiegetic.     
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UNIT OVERVIEW 

 

This unit builds an understanding of the utility of pragmatic theories to study style 

in literary discourses. The unit introduces key concepts and approaches in 

pragmatics including conversation analysis, speech act theory, cooperative 

principle, and politeness principle. The unit also provides a practical application of 

the pragmatic theories on the selected passages of literary works for illustrative 

purposes. This is carried out to facilitate comprehension of pragmatic theories for 

the study of style and to enable students to carry out their independent analysis on 

the literary texts of their choice.    

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the pragmatic theories as a means to carry out stylistic analysis 

in interaction 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within 

pragmatic theories including: 

o Conversation analysis 

o Cooperative principle 

o Politeness and  

o Speech act theory  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out analysis by the use of various pragmatic 

theories 

• RECOGNIZE how pragmatic analysis of interaction helps to uncover 

meaning in literary texts. 
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6.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

Stylitics is a field that has great potential to borrow concepts and ideas from other 

areas of linguistics for the analysis of style. As discussed in previous units, the early 

work in stylistics focused on the analysis of descriptive features of language at 

various levels, such as phonology and morphology. This was mostly restricted to 

the works of poetry due to their attention towards a single level of discourse taking 

place between the poet and the readers. However, such genres that involve the use 

of dialogue among the characters, such as drama, pose difficulty of analysis. It is 

mainly due to the complexity arising out of the various levels of discourse, such as 

on one level between the characters, and another between the author and readers. 

The analysis of such a complex type of interaction required the use of some 

additional techniques for stylistic analysis.  The incorporation of the advancements 

in the field of pragmatics, a branch that deals with the analysis of conversation 

patterns in interactions, allowed stylistics to attempt an analysis of such complex 

discourses. This unit is, therefore, meant to introduce the sub-field of stylistics 

called ‘Pragmatic Stylistics’ by explaining various concepts crucial for the analysis 

of style by borrowing concepts from the domain of pragmatics with relevant 

examples from various works of literature.    

 

6.2  WHAT IS PRAGMATIC STYLISTICS? 
 

Pragmatics is the branch of linguistics that deals with the analysis of interaction in 

the context of its use to reach its meaning. Pragmatic stylistics is the use of 

pragmatic theories to study literary style. 

 

The primary concern of stylistics with its focus on form to understand its function 

was limited to the analysis of poetry and prose. The analysis of drama and some 

other aspects of prose were paid less attention due to the lack of analytical tools to 

interpret dialogue. However, the advancements in pragmatics have enabled the 

analysis of conversation structures and other features of dialogue for style.  

 

6.3  CONVERSATION ANALYSIS 
 

The approach of Conversation Analysis (CA), developed in the 1970s by Harvey 

Sacks (Sacks 1995; Schegloff and Sacks, 1974), is concerned with the analysis of 

dialogue in both fictional and non-fictional texts. The approach was developed with 

an understanding that certain structures underlieall conversations. Therefore, CA 

aims to describe and analyze these structures present in interactions or ‘talk’. 

Similar structures that formulate real-life conversations tend to occur in dialogues 
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in the fictional world and can be analyzed similarly by using the approach of 

conversation analysis as a means to study style (Burton, 1980).    

 

The concept of conversation structure entails that conversation chunks are linked 

with the surrounding chunks by certain functional constraints. Conversation 

analysis aims to describe those conversation-governing principles and patterns.  

Consider the dialogues taken from William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of 

Denmark. 

 

BERNARDO Have you had quiet guard? 

 

FRANCISCO Not a mouse stirring.  

 

BERNARDO Well, good night.  

 

If you do meet Horatio and Marcellus, 

The rivals of my watch, bid them make haste. 

 

   (Act I, Scene I, Lines 9 – 13) 

 

In the conversation as provided above, we can see some patterns where an utterance 

leads to a subsequent specific type of response, and then conversation takes place 

through various turns among the speakers. Turn-taking, therefore, means one 

person speaks at a time with the rotation of a turn between them. A turn can have 

varying length depending upon how long a speaker holds the floor. The last turn 

of Bernardo above is the longest turn from the rest of the turns. The end of a turn 

may be indicated differently according to cultural norms, but usually through a brief 

pause at the end of a turn constructional unit, the unit that formulates the turn, 

such as a sentence or a clause. The possible place where a change of turn takes 

place is called a transition relevance place (TRP). At the point of TRP, the 

speaker holding the floor may allocate the turn to the next speaker or it may be 

taken through self-selection. If a speaker takes the turn without allowing the other 

speaker to complete the turn, it is called interruption, while overlap is the 

predicted place of turn’s completion when a speaker considers the turn is complete, 

but it is not.  

 

The actions in turns are usually organized in a sequence of pairs. One type of turn 

may invite another specific type of turn. A question may be followed by an answer 

or an apology with an acceptance. These turns are called adjacency pairs, where 

the first part is followed by a second part which can be a preferred or dispreferred 

turn. In the conversation provided above, the question by Bernardo is the first part 
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of adjacency pair which is followed by the second part which is a preferred response 

by Francisco in the form of an answer to the question. A dispreferred response is 

the one that is against the expectations, such as a question responded by a question. 

In stylistic analysis, a dispreferred response carries interpretative significance and 

is foregrounded against the expected response. It can be taken as an example of 

external deviation. Provided below is the example from Waiting for Godot play by 

Samuel Beckett.  

 

ESTRAGON:  

 

(chewing). I asked you a question. 

 

VLADIMIR: 

 

Ah. 

 

ESTRAGON: 

 

Did you reply? 

 

VLADIMIR: 

 

How's the carrot? 

 

ESTRAGON: 

 

It's a carrot. 

 (Act I, Waiting for Godot) 

 

The characters of the play, Vladimir and Estragon are involved in useless 

conversations and the absurdity of the situation is increased by the way the 

characters interact and respond to each other’s queries. Estragon demands an 

answer to a question that he posed earlier, the preferred response to which should 

be an answer. However, the absurdity of the situation is increased by a dispreferred 

response of another question put forth by Vladimir. The question that Vladimir 

poses is not only a dispreferred response but also totally out of the context of the 

current topic which further intensifies the strangeness and absurdity of the whole 

situation. Estragon also retaliates to Vladimir’s question by answering him with a 

stupid reply that it was just a carrot. Thus, the use of dispreferred response creates 

stylistic deviation from normal expectations of the audience and is used for creating 

additional meaning intended by the writer, which in this case is meaninglessness 
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and absurdity. A dispreferred response is stylistically foregrounded due to its 

interpretative significance in the situational context of an utterance. 

 

The difference between the approach of CA and stylistics lies in the extent to which 

stylistic analysis attaches importance to the functional value of interpretation. CA 

keeps analysis limited to the description of conversational structures by a speaker 

without going into the contextual details to find out what the speaker means by the 

utterance. The pragmatic approach can help stylistic analysis to use the analytical 

tools of conversation analysis by attaching significance to the contextual factors as 

well. 

 

6.4  CO-OPERATIVE PRINCIPLE 
 

The users of language intend to hold successful conversations. For this purpose, 

they follow certain rules that are also part of the hearer’s conversational knowledge 

that is used to interpret the utterances. 

  

These rules were proposed by Paul Grice (1975) who believed that speakers follow 

certain principles during conversation called the Co-operative Principle (CP). It 

states that: 

 

Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage 

at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk 

exchange in which you are engaged. (p. 45) 

 

The co-operative principle comprises the following four maxims: quantity, 

quality, relation, and manner.  

 

The maxim of quantity is related to the amount of contribution which should be 

sufficient according to the situational requirement. The maxim of quality requires 

the contribution to be true. The maxim of relation requires the contribution to be 

relevant and the last maxim of manner requires a contribution to be clear, brief, 

orderly, and without any ambiguity. 

 

It is assumed that generally all users of language are aware of these rules 

unconsciously and the rules should not be taken as instructions to follow during 

conversations. These are expectations that we have as users of language and we 

assume that when we are communicated with information it would be sufficient, 

true, fulfilling our requirements and not ambiguous or irrelevant. However, it is a 

common practice that users do not always observe these maxims, which can be 

broken in many ways. They can be broken either deliberately or accidentally and 
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can have great stylistic significance in literary texts. The ways of breaking the 

maxims include flouting, violation, infringing, and opting out.  

 

The intentional effort of a speaker to break a maxim and making such intention 

clear and known to the hearer is called flouting. This is often a result of the 

speaker’s effort to lead the hearer towards some additional meaning.  Several 

reasons can be accorded for this interesting act. If we try to interpret the motivation 

behind such choices of style specifically in literary texts, some of the reasons may 

include politeness considerations, emphasis, genre conventions, and efforts by 

writers to enhance the impact of certain emotions on the audience. The 

speaker/writer, therefore, chooses indirectness over the blatant observance of a 

maxim. It may involve a little work by the addressee to decode implied meaning of 

a message that may involve the use of metaphor, irony, or some other indirect ways 

of communication. This type of breaking a maxim can be understood if we analyze 

the dialogue between Bernando and Francisco taken from Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 

Prince of Denmark. 

 

BERNARDO Have you had quiet guard? 

 

FRANCISCO Not a mouse stirring. 

 

    (Act I, Scene I, Lines 9 – 10) 

 

The response of Francisco when asked by Bernardo regarding how was his watch 

as a nightguard, does not make any sense when taken at a literal level of meaning. 

However, the answer seems relevant and valid when we presume that the speaker 

must be following the conversational maxims and instead is drawing attention 

towards some additional meanings. This inference leads us to interpret the mouse 

as a symbol for any living creature representing the absence of even the smallest 

creature to interrupt his guard.  Therefore, we can interpret this as a flouting of the 

maxim of manner using exaggeration. The use of flouting may have several 

intended effects by writers. In literary genres such as drama, metaphors and 

hyperbolic expressions may be used as techniques for enhancing the dramatic effect 

on the audience as it adds emphasis on common expressions. 

 

In opposition to flouting, violation is also an intentional act of breaking a maxim, 

but the speaker aims to keep his intentions hidden from the addressee. The act of 

lying for various social and political gains is common and a violation of the maxim 

of quality. When carrying out such violations, the politicians may never want to be 

publicly exposed for their lies spoken to present themselves as trustworthy. In the 

example provided below from Pygmalion, a play by Bernard Shaw, Mr Higgins out 
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of his need to protect his false ego and a sense of dignity, simply fails to accept 

committing an indecent act.      

 

HIGGINS [sternly] Of course. I'm always particular about what I say.  

    Why do you say this to me? 

MRS. PEARCE [unmoved] No, sir: you're not at all particular when  

 you've mislaid anything or when you get a little impatient. 

Now it doesn't matter before me: I'm used to it. But you 

really must not swear before the girl. 

HIGGINS [indignantly] I swear! [Most emphatically] I never swear. I 

    detest the habit. What the devil do you mean? 

         (Pygmalion, Act I) 

 

This is an example of violating the maxim of quality where Mr Higgins not only 

lies but does so emphatically (‘I swear! I never swear’) without realizing that while 

he is defending himself, he is again swearing. In literary texts, the technique of 

violation is significant stylistically, especially when the violation is not hidden or 

the speaker is unable to hide it and can be used for various purposes, such as in the 

example above for adding the element of humour. 

 

The unintentional breaking of maxims due to the inability of a speaker to observe 

them is called infringing. Infringing may take place if the speaker is nervous, tired, 

excited, drunk, or disable.  The last way to break a maxim is opting out, where a 

speaker may simply refuse to commit himself to the observance of the cooperative 

principle. This unwillingness to cooperate may have several reasons. For safety or 

confidentiality, a speaker may choose not to comment or share information on a 

particular topic. The movie actors may want to keep their personal lives out of the 

public eye and may refuse to comment on certain private matters in public places. 

Another situation related to this is when maxims are not broken but suspended as 

there are no expectations from the speaker or hearer that the maxim would be 

followed. The examples of suspension may include the case of funeral orations and 

obituaries, where it is believed that the qualities and descriptions of the deceased 

would be exaggerated and that their unfavourable attributes would be undermined.   

 

6.5  POLITENESS PRINCIPLE 
 

One of the reasons the co-operative principle may be broken is due to politeness. 

In pragmatics, politeness doesn’t mean appropriate social behaviour, table manners, 

or etiquettes. Politness has more to do with the way we use linguistic expressions 

to remain friendly and caring in our communication with others. The concept of 

politeness is closely likened to the concept of ‘face’. Brown and Levinson (1987) 
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in their approach to politeness refer to the concept of face which is our public self-

image which should be recognized and acknowledged when we are addressed.  The 

face can have positive and negative needs. We require attention towards the needs 

of a positive face by being admired, included, and appreciated by others during an 

interaction, while negative face requires us to stay independent, and free from the 

imposition of others which can be achieved by the appreciation of our free space, 

time and resources. 

 

In our social interactions, the common acts of interaction such as requests, 

apologies, and compliments pose a threat to our face and they are called Face 

Threatening Acts (FTAs). The users of language out of politeness try to mitigate 

these FTAs by certain strategies, depending upon the extent to which mitigation is 

required in a situation, namely bald-on-record FTA, FTA with negative politeness, 

FTA with positive politeness, Off-record FTA, and don’t do FTA.  The bald-on-

record strategy is without any mitigation of FTA and is the most direct of all the 

strategies. In situations where clarity of a task is a priority or where a speaker makes 

no effort to mitigate his imposition such as in unequal power relations, this type of 

strategy is used. The call for help in an emergency such as in ‘Help me, 

emergency!’, or an order to a subordinate as in ‘Bring me the documents for the 

case in question’, the speaker may not wish to compromise directness. The FTA 

with negative politeness makes use of an FTA with an awareness of the needs of 

an addressee's negative face. This can be carried out by the use of a request by 

acknowledging the addressee's need to have freedom of actions, as in for example: 

‘I am extremely sorry to put you in trouble, but would you mind bringing me the 

documents for the case in question’. Consider the example taken from Bernard 

Shaw’s Pygmalion. 

 

HIGGINS [eagerly] Well, Mrs. Pearce: is it all right? 

 

MRS. PEARCE [at the door] I just wish to trouble you with a word, if I 

may, Mr. Higgins. 

 

HIGGINS. Yes, certainly. Come in. 

     

(Act II, Pygmalion) 

 

Here, Mrs Pearce intrudes in the privacy of Mr Higgins but shows respect for his 

negative face by the use of negative politeness strategy to mitigate the FTA of 

intrusion. This is reflected by expressions such as ‘I just wish to trouble you with a 

word, if I may’ that show the awareness of a negative face of Mr Higgins.    
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In comparison, FTA with positive politeness shows awareness of a person’s 

positive face and his need to build connection and being admired for his sense of 

camaraderie. This could be expressed as such: ‘You have been such a great help for 

me. I’d be thankful if you could bring me the documents for the case in question’. 

Compare the use of bald-on-record FTA in comparison to FTA carried out with 

positive positive politeness in the conversation taking place between Mr Higgins, 

Eliza, Mrs Pearce, and Mr Pickering in an excerpt from Pygmalion by Bernard 

Shaw.  

 

HIGGINS [peremptorily] Sit down. 

THE FLOWER GIRL. Oh, if you're going to make a compliment of it— 

HIGGINS [thundering at her] Sit down. 

MRS. PEARCE [severely] Sit down, girl. Do as you're told. [She places 

the stray chair near the hearthrug between Higgins and Pickering, and 

stands behind it waiting for the girl to sit down]. 

THE FLOWER GIRL. Ah—ah—ah—ow—ow—oo! [She stands, half 

rebellious, half bewildered]. 

PICKERING [very courteous] Won't you sit down? 

LIZA [coyly] Don't mind if I do. [She sits down. Pickering returns to the 

hearthrug] 

(Act II, Pygmalion) 

 

Mr Higgins addresses Eliza, the flower girl, with a bald-on-record FTA by ordering 

her to sit down. Her reaction instead shows retaliation and a feeling of indignation 

by being treated lowly and not as equal. She expresses her need to be treated with 

positive politeness. The expression ‘if you're going to make a compliment of it –’ 

reflects her demand for the acknowledgement of her positive face that of 

appreciation and social inclusion. Instead of obliging her request, Mr Higgins 

refuses to consider her as his equal and dismisses her concern for awareness of her 

positive face, and orders her again to sit down. Mrs Pearce follows Mr Higgins 

agenda, however, Mr Pickering realising the need of her positive face, fulfils her 

need by giving her a courteous invitation with an awareness of her positive face of 

inclusion and social recognition: ‘Won't you sit down?’, which she readily obliges 

and sits down.     
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Off-record FTA is opposite to bald-on-record as it is more like a hint. Being the 

least direct, it is the politest but at the expense of the clarity of the message which 

gets compromised. The request can be expressed as ‘I was wondering where the 

documents for the case in question are’. The request is expressed as loud thinking 

and there is no direct request made by the speaker to bring the documents for him. 

Since the message is indirect, there is a possibility that the hearer might show 

courtesy and get up to bring the documents or ignore the indirect request and make 

no action. The last strategy is the one in which the speaker decides not to perform 

FTA by considering the cost of FTA. The choice of the strategy may be driven by 

the size of an FTA as well as power relations between the speaker and hearer among 

other contextual factors.  It may be noted that following politeness norms may result 

in the flouting of Gricean’s cooperative principles such as the maxim of manner in 

the off-record strategy. However, the flouting of maxims may be carried out during 

the intentions of staying impolite as well. People may exaggerate upon other’s 

qualities to insult them.  

 

In literary discourse, the element of politeness may be a crucial component in the 

choice of FTA strategies while interpreting style with respect to meaning.         

 

6.6  SPEECH ACT THEORY 
 

Another pragmatics concept that has gained significance in the domain of stylistics 

is speech act theory. This theory was proposed by J. L. Austin in his book How To 

Do Things with Words (1962), who differentiated between constatives and 

performatives. The acts of performatives are the acts of doing or actions through 

words (like in ‘I beseech your attention’) which may be differentiated from 

constatives which can be falsifiable statements (such as ‘The girl is absent from 

the school’). This action of performing according to Austin (1962) comprises of 

three levels at which an utterance can be analysed. The first level is called locution 

or the act of making an utterance deals with what is said. The second level is 

illocution which tells us what is done through speaking such as apologising, 

ordering, marrying, and so on. The illocutionary acts also have their illocutionary 

force which can be strong or weak depending upon how forceful an utterance is. 

The third level is called perlocution that is the effect of an utterance on speakers. 

The domain of speech act theory is more interested in illocutionary acts and their 

force in utterances.   

 

J. L. Austin also categorized performatives into several types which were later 

classified by Searle (1975) into five types including declarations, representatives, 

directives, commissives, and Expressives. The speech acts of declarations change 

the world by their utterance such as when a judge utters these words ‘I sentence you 
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to lifetime imprisonment’, the words lead to the imprisonment of the person. The 

utterances which reflect what the speaker believes to be the case including the 

utterances that can be verified as true or false form the class of representatives. In 

expressions such as ‘Today is the hottest day of the year’, the utterance serves to 

express the state of affairs. The speech acts which require someone to do or not to 

do something are called directives. An intimation such as ‘Keep quiet’, displayed 

inside a library is an example of a directive speech act. The category of 

commissives includes future commitments such as promises and threats, for 

example ‘I 'll come tomorrow to meet you’ is a future commitment. The last 

category of expressives includes words that express the speaker’s feelings 

including apologies and praises such as in ‘I am sorry for being late’.   

 

A speech act can be direct where an illocutionary act is identifiable through its 

surface form, such as ‘I apologize for being late’ is an expressive speech act of 

apology. However, indirect speech acts are the ones where one illocutionary act is 

performed using another act. They make use of implied meaning such as an act of 

request in an expression like ‘Could you pass me the salt?’ The act makes use of an 

interrogative form that seems to be uttered to check the ability of a hearer to pass 

the salt instead of a request to do so. Indirect speech acts make use of forms that 

are not directly related to their functions.  

 

The following excerpt from Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett illustrates the 

indirect speech acts. 

 

ESTRAGON: 

(violently). I'm hungry! 

VLADIMIR: 

Do you want a carrot? 

ESTRAGON: 

Is that all there is? 

VLADIMIR: 

I might have some turnips. 

 (Act I, Waiting for Godot) 

In this example, Estragon through the speech act of representatives conveys his 

state of being hungry. There is no direct request that he should be provided with 

something to eat, Vladimir interprets the utterance as an indirect request or a 

directive speech act of demanding something to eat. This is reflected through his 
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response when he offers carrots to Estragon for eating. Estragon’s reply in return 

to check if it was the only food he had got, confirms that he was indeed requesting 

food. The apparent form of the utterance, therefore, is different from what was 

intended and the indirect act is well understood by both the characters.    

    

There are certain felicity conditions or requirements for making successful speech 

acts. The act must follow the required conventions and correct procedures under 

appropriate conditions by relevant and authorized persons which should have the 

right intentions and the ability to get the speech act executed in the desired manner. 

The speech act is infelicitous and if could be executed, for example, a person 

sentences someone with 10 year’s imprisonment is not a judge, simply because he 

is not authorized to pass the judgement.    

 

The condition of sincerity is thus not fulfilled, rendering the act as infelicitous. 

Consider in the example taken from Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett.  

 

VLADIMIR: 

Well? Shall we go? 

ESTRAGON: 

Yes, let's go. 

They do not move. 

 (Act II, Waiting for Godot) 

 

The infelicitous speech acts are used by the writer to highlight the futility of the 

actions of the characters and meaninglessness in their talk, thus foregrounding 

humour and absurdity.  

 

6.7  APPLICATION FOR STYLE 
 

The ways in which writers can make use of our conversational knowledge and 

expectations as users of language have a stylistic significance which can be 

interpreted through the theories and approaches in pragmatics. These external 

deviations, as well as consistent patterns, help foreground ceratin meanings that 

carry functional significance for the sake of characterization and other literary 

effects such as humour or irony. The excerpt below is taken from a conversation 

between Mr Higgins, the professor of phonetics, and Mr Doolittle, a rogue, and 

father of the flower girl, Eliza, in Pygmalion by Bernard Shaw.   
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DOOLITTLE [at the door, uncertain which of the two gentlemen is his man] 

Professor Higgins? 

HIGGINS.  Here. Good morning. Sit down. 

DOOLITTLE.  Morning, Governor. [He sits down magisterially] I come about a 

very serious matter, Governor. 

HIGGINS  [to Pickering] Brought up in Hounslow. Mother Welsh, I should 

think. [Doolittle opens his mouth, amazed. Higgins continues] 

What do you want, Doolittle? 

DOOLITTLE  [menacingly] I want my daughter: that's what I want. See? 

HIGGINS.  Of course you do. You're her father, aren't you? You don't suppose 

anyone else wants her, do you? I'm glad to see you have some 

spark of family feeling left. She's upstairs. Take her away at once. 

DOOLITTLE  [rising, fearfully taken aback] What! 

HIGGINS.  Take her away. Do you suppose I'm going to keep your daughter 

for you? 

DOOLITTLE  [remonstrating] Now, now, look here, Governor. Is this 

reasonable? Is it fair to take advantage of a man like this? The girl 

belongs to me. You got her. Where do I come in? [He sits down 

again]. 

HIGGINS.  Your daughter had the audacity to come to my house and ask me 

to teach her how to speak properly so that she could get a place in 

a flower-shop. This gentleman and my housekeeper have been 

here all the time. [Bullying him] How dare you come here and 

attempt to blackmail me? You sent her here on purpose. 

DOOLITTLE  [protesting] No, Governor. 

HIGGINS.  You must have. How else could you possibly know that she is 

here? 

DOOLITTLE.  Don't take a man up like that, Governor. 

HIGGINS.  The police shall take you up. This is a plant—a plot to extort 

money by threats. I shall telephone for the police [he goes 

resolutely to the telephone and opens the directory]. 

DOOLITTLE.  Have I asked you for a brass farthing? I leave it to the gentleman 

here: have I said a word about money? 

HIGGINS  [throwing the book aside and marching down on Doolittle with a 

poser] What else did you come for? 

DOOLITTLE  [sweetly] Well, what would a man come for? Be human, governor. 

HIGGINS  [disarmed] Alfred: did you put her up to it? 

DOOLITTLE.  So help me, Governor, I never did. I take my Bible oath I ain't seen 

the girl these two months past. 

HIGGINS.  Then how did you know she was here? 
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DOOLITTLE  ["most musical, most melancholy"] I'll tell you, Governor, if you'll 

only let me get a word in. I'm willing to tell you. I'm wanting to 

tell you. I'm waiting to tell you. 

HIGGINS Pickering: this chap has a certain natural gift of rhetoric. Observe 

the rhythm of his native woodnotes wild. "I'm willing to tell you: 

I'm wanting to tell you: I'm waiting to tell you." Sentimental 

rhetoric! That's the Welsh strain in him. It also accounts for his 

mendacity and dishonesty. 

PICKERING.  Oh, PLEASE, Higgins: I'm west country myself. [To Doolittle] 

How did you know the girl was here if you didn't send her? 

DOOLITTLE.  It was like this, Governor. The girl took a boy in the taxi to give 

him a jaunt. Son of her landlady, he is. He hung about on the 

chance of her giving him another ride home. Well, she sent him 

back for her luggage when she heard you was willing for her to 

stop here. I met the boy at the corner of Long Acre and Endell 

Street. 

HIGGINS.  Public house. Yes? 

DOOLITTLE.  The poor man's club, Governor: why shouldn't I? 

PICKERING.  Do let him tell his story, Higgins.      

     (Act II, Pygmalion)  

 

The above-mentioned excerpt from Pygmalion serves as an interesting example to 

illustrate the use of style for the fulfilment of various functional purposes by the 

author. The application of various pragmatic theories can reveal interesting aspects 

of style in creating the drama, confusion, and humour in the play. The conversation 

begins with the arrival of the father of Eliza Doolittle, a flower girl who comes to 

Mr Higgins for pronunciation lessons. The father of Eliza comes after his to take 

advantage of the situation and to blame Mr Higgins of abducting her daughter and 

in turn extracting some money out of him. Mr Higgins being a bully himself refuses 

to come into the trap and an interesting dialogue ensues between the two. This can 

be investigated by the application of various concepts and principles of pragmatics. 

Primarily, we see Mr Doolittle asserting himself in a superior position by 

questioning Mr Higgings. However, the pattern is reversed when Mr Higgins turns 

the tables on him instead. The conversation begins when Mr Doolittle comes in 

without showing any courtesy and asks directly for Mr Higgins to talk about ‘a very 

serious matter’. Mr Higgins with no awareness of the needs of his face, uses the 

bald-on-record strategy to ask him to sit down. The tone of Mr Higgins is to the 

point and mostly marked by the use of directives, where he keeps on ordering Mr 

Doolittle such as ‘Sit down’, ‘what do you want’. The indirect threat of Mr Doolittle 

‘I want my daughter: that's what I want. See?’ is cleverly dealt by Mr Higgins who, 

against the expectations of Mr Doolittle, immediately directs him to ‘Take her 
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away at once’.  This response of Mr Higgins is beyond the expectations of Mr 

Doolittle, who thought he would be able to easily bully a gentleman like Professor 

Higgins, results in the bafflement of Mr Doolittle (‘What!’) and becomes a source 

of humour for the audience.  

 

The bullying, direct and open nature of Mr Higgins as expressed through his bald-

on-record and direct speech acts often results in the intimidation of other 

characters and this breaking of conversational norms becomes a source of humour 

as they create external foregrounding against the expectations of behaviour of a 

‘normal’ gentleman. This also creates a satire for the façade or fake behaviour of 

the upper class as this behaviour often results in offending the low-class people in 

the society who are treated with less regard for mannerism and politeness. Mr 

Higgins turns the table on Mr Doolittle. Notice that the indirect threat of Mr 

Doolittle is responded by direct threats of Mr Higgins: ‘How dare you come here 

and attempt to blackmail me?’ and ‘I shall telephone for the police’. The bully is 

instead bullied and a reversal of strategies is used for creating humour by the author. 

The behaviour of Mr Doolittle becomes more appeasing as he appeals to the 

positive face of Mr Higgins to be considerate about him and his needs through 

indirect use of expressives and appeals to a positive face of Higgins: ‘Well, what 

would a man come for? Be human, governor’ and Dolittle also uses commissives: 

‘I take my Bible oath I ain't seen the girl these two months past’. Upon demanding 

evidence for his claim that he has not met his daughter for the past two months, 

what follows is a creative use of ‘sentimental rhetoric’ that has great stylistic 

significance from the perspective of pragmatics.  Here, Mr Doolittle avoids being 

explicit and in this regard flouts the maxim of manner by the use of unnecessary 

repetition and musicality: ‘I'll tell you, Governor, if you'll only let me get a word 

in. I'm willing to tell you. I'm wanting to tell you. I'm waiting to tell you’. Instead 

of answering the question itself, he provides a dispreferred response as he further 

gives the promise of a response but fails to respond. The flouting of the maxim of 

manner is interpreted by Mr Higgins as an act of violation to deceive him and hide 

the truth as he comments: ‘Sentimental rhetoric! That's the Welsh strain in him. It 

also accounts for his mendacity and dishonesty’.  

 

The explanations that follow his suspected dishonesty by Mr Higgins is also 

reflected through long turns taken by Mr Doolittle to prove himself as honest. 

Looking at the overall numberofturns, we can see that the equal number of turns 

are taken by both the participants (around 13 each) which reflects that Mr Doolittle 

refuses to be intimidated by the aggression of Mr Higgins but the nature of turns 

and the short length of turns by Mr Higgins to interrogate him show that Mr 

Higgings’ authoritative stance towards Mr Doolittle. However, Higgin’s questions 
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are mostly followed by dispreferred responses by Mr Doolittle, showing his 

resilience against the vindictive, authoritative, and bully nature of Mr Higgins.  

 

We can see that the pragmatic analysis carried out above helps us understand the 

characterization as well as helps the audience in understanding the situational 

dynamics through the creation of intended humour or irony as expressed through 

the use and exploitation of the principles of politeness and conversational norms. 

 

EXERCISES 

 
1.  How can a pragmatic approach to style help towards the interpretation of 

meaning? Discuss in the light of two examples each to illustrate any of the 

two approaches of pragmatics.   

2.  Explain what is a preferred and a dispreferred response in adjacency pairs of 

turns. Also, explain how a dispreferred response is significant for style 

through an example of a conversation from a literary text? 

3.  Select a dialogue of at least 15 turns from a fictional work and carry out a 

stylistic analysis of the excerpt by making use of the concepts and theories of 

pragmatics. 
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

The previous units have traced some of the efforts being carried out in stylistic 

research to enrich its methodological grounds. A similar trend can be witnessed in 

the emergence of ‘cognitive stylistics’, as an outcome of the use of cognitive 

dimension towards the analysis of literary texts. This unit builds an understanding 

of cognitive stylistics as the sub-branch of stylistics. Some of the key concepts and 

terms are introduced such as schema theory, cognitive metaphor, and metonymy. 

The unit also provides a practical application of the concepts on the selected 

passages of literary works for illustrative purposes. This is carried out to facilitate 

comprehension of cognitive theories for the study of style and to enable students to 

carry out their independent analysis on the literary texts of their choice.    

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, the students will be able to: 

• KNOW about the key concepts in cognitive stylistics as a means to carry out 

stylistic analysis on various literary texts 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within 

cognitive stylistics including: 

o Schema theory 

o Conceptual Metaphor 

o Metonymy  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out analysis using various concepts in cognitive 

stylistics 

• RECOGNIZE how cognitive stylistics helps to uncover meaning in literary 

texts. 

• ENLIST and DEFINE four types of metaphors identified by Lackoff and 

Johnson 

• DEFINE metonymy and EXPLAIN the difference between metonymy and 

metaphor  
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7.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

Cognitive Stylitics (also known as cognitive poetics) is primarily interested in 

delving into the processes of reading literary texts and extraction of their meaning 

by the readers. Instead of assigning a passive role to readers, it considers their active 

involvement in the interpretation of literary texts. The foundation of cognitive 

stylistics resulted in drawing influences from multiple domains such as cognitive 

science, psychology, and artificial intelligence. The significance assigned to 

readers’ role in literary interpretation is not an altogether new concept in the field 

of stylistics, as the early works in stylistics were mindful of this dimension of a text. 

Cognitive stylistics has contributed to the development of a conscious and 

systematic effort towards the readers’ involvement in the process of meaning-

making. 

 

The focus of this chapter is to elaborate on some of the crucial aspects in the domain 

of cognitive stylistics such as schema theory, conceptual metaphor, and metonymy, 

and to apply the concepts on the sample literary texts for illustration.  

 

7.2  SCHEMA THEORY 
 

While considering the cognitive processes readers engage in while interpreting 

texts, a key concept in cognitive stylistics is the schema theory which has its 

foundations in psychology and artificial intelligence. The concerns of schema 

theory involve explaining reading mechanism, to answer ‘how readers make sense 

of what they read’. The theoretical considerations of schema theory can be 

understood if we understand what is meant by ‘schema’. The notion of the schema 

(plural schemata), introduced into psychology by Sir Frederic Bartlett (1932), 

relates to the background knowledge or the unconscious mental structures that 

represent real-life aspects of the world we live in. The concept entails those readers 

might activate a mental picture of cinema when they read a sentence like, ‘They 

bought two cinema tickets.’ The prior knowledge or the mental image of a cinema 

may emerge out of the direct past experience of visiting a cinema or an indirect 

experience, such as by looking at the cinema building in a movie. This schematic 

knowledge or schema is possessed by all humans based on their experiences, 

including schemas for people, objects, situations, and events they encounter. The 

concept of schema explains the influence of previous knowledge with the new 

information gained through new experiences. This theoretical aspect of schema 

theory in the field of stylistics is crucial as it provides a basis for the interpretation 

of texts beyond their formal structures towards the notion of negotiation of meaning 

by the readers through their mental processing of the literary worlds they encounter. 
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Another crucial dimension added to the schema theory is the concept of projection 

and construction by Semino (1997), which accounts for the way texts project or 

activate some meanings (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010) to be constructed by the 

readers. The notions of projection and construction are related to the top-down and 

bottom-up processing and comprehension of knowledge as used in psychology. 

These aspects are related to how background knowledge is used to understand texts: 

for the bottom-up processing or projection, the textual cues help in mapping the 

meaning, whereas the top-down processing or construction focuses on how 

background knowledge helps make sense of what texts mean. In the actual process 

of reading, it is both the top-down and bottom-up processing of knowledge that 

plays a role in the interpretation of texts.   

 

This shows the role of background knowledge is crucial in the schema theory. The 

general purpose and broader understanding of the term schema consider it as an 

element of background knowledge about various objects, persons, self, situations, 

social events, and so on. An existing schema for the situation of purchasing movie 

tickets may provide some prior knowledge to the cinema-goers. This schema may 

include information regarding the settings of the ticket window, its location, a 

probable queue outside the ticket window, the number of people in the booth for 

selling tickets, and the expected sequence of exchanges between the seller and the 

ticket buyer. This general-purpose definition of the schema is elaborated by some 

scholars who specify it further by the inclusion of the concepts of frames, scripts, 

slots and tracks (Minsky, 1975; Schank and Abelson, 1977). The term frame by 

Minsky (1975) was derived from his work in artificial intelligence to act as an 

elaboration of the schema concept. He used the concept for specifying the visual 

features of a schema. The frame of cinema hall schema, for example, would include 

information regarding the attributes of cinema hall such as a huge open space with 

a high ceiling and seats lined up in rows, which would be different from the schema 

of other places such as a classroom. The frame might have different slots to 

represent different elements/attributes of a schema such as furniture slots (chairs), 

role slots (cinema-goer and ticket seller), scene slots (ticket purchasing, entering 

the cinema hall), and so on. The slot for chairs in a cinema would be filled by the 

specific type of fixed chairs instead of the traditional four-legged wooden chairs. 

The background knowledge about the possible slots in the script of a cinema also 

accounts for filling the missing information by the readers in their reading 

experience. The mention of a cinema scene would bring a default script of a cinema 

from the memory of readers which would be supplicated by the specific element if 

mentioned in the text. For example, if the text describes the scene of occupying a 

seat in cinema hall by the characters, the reader will fill the slot of seats with a 

specific type of fixed seats following his/her cinema schema. The schema theory 

also accounts for some pre-suppositions made by the readers in their reading 
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experience. Even if the experience of watching a movie in a cinema hall recounted 

in a text provides no details regarding the light conditions in the cinema hall, the 

readers would by default pre-suppose that all the lights would be turned off for 

better viewing of the cinema screen. Therefore, scheme theory accounts for any 

missing information or the absence of any information in the literary texts.   

 

The specification of schema theory is indebted to Schank and Abelson (1977) who 

supplemented the schema concept with a temporally ordered sequence of 

information called scripts. The script would account for multiple structured 

activities in a schema. The schema for cinema-going may have scripts for 

purchasing the ticket, finding a seat, watching the movie and so on.  The scripts 

may have slots for roles (ticket buyer, ticket seller), props (seats, tickets, cinema 

screen), entry conditions (the urge to watch a movie, the pre-requisite that cinema 

should be open) and results (being able to watch the movie, enjoyment achieved, 

the cinema was closed). There can be different tracks in scripts through which an 

event can pass. The cinema script may have multiple tracks such as the multiplex 

cinema, the outdoor cinema, and the edible cinema, each having its own slots for 

roles and props. The editable cinema script for example may offer various delicious 

food items in the props slot instead of offering the traditional popcorns. Schank 

(1982) later extended the concept of scripts by breaking it into further individual 

acts (such as purchasing a ticket) by introducing the concept of Memory 

Organisation Packets (MOPs). This would mean that the individual act of 

purchasing a ticket being a MOP is not restricted to the cinema schema only. This 

allowed for the inclusion of the MOP of purchasing a ticket into multiple scripts, 

be it a cinema ticket or a bus ticket.    

 

Schema theory is important for providing insights into the reading experience. The 

knowledge of schema enables writers to achieve some poetic effects by subverting, 

challenging, or altering readers’ schema knowledge. In this regard,  Rumelhart and 

Norman (1978) used Minsky’s (1975) frame concept from the computational 

domain to specify three processes involved in changing the schema knowledge of 

readers: accretion (the addition of new information in the existing schema without 

any drastic change in it), tuning (a slight alteration in the existing information), and 

restructuring (the creation of new schemas).  

 

7.2.1 Application of schema theory 
 

The schema theory is a core theory and explains the process of text interpretation 

of texts by the readers through the use of background knowledge about people, 

events and situations. The concepts from artificial intelligence and psychology have 
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been used in different ways to study style. This section deals with the application 

of schema theory to understand the style of some exemplified literary texts.  

 

The use of schema theory in stylistics has been motivated to highlight the humour, 

the insane or deviant thinking style of character/s, the portrayal of counterfactual 

worlds, and so on. The schema knowledge is used by the literary writers to enable 

readers’ standard processing of texts as well as create some deviations for the 

intended effects. The excerpts given below are from J. K. Rowlings’ Harry Potter 

and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997). These excerpts show how the schema 

knowledge of the world is tunedas well as restructured not only to build upon the 

existing schema but to create a new schema to distinguish between the world of 

humans and the world of magic.  

 

They had reached a snowy-white building which towered over the other little shops. 

Standing beside its burnished bronze doors, wearing a uniform of scarlet and gold, 

was – 

‘Yeah, that’s a goblin,’ said Hagrid quietly as they walked up the white stone steps 

towards him. The goblin was about a head shorter than Harry. He had a swarthy, 

clever face, a pointed beard and, Harry noticed, very long fingers and feet. He 

bowed as they walked inside. Now they were facing a second pair of doors, silver 

this time, with words engraved upon them: 

 

Enter, stranger, but take heed 

Of what awaits the sin of greed, 

For those who take, but do not earn, 

Must pay most dearly in their turn, 

So if you seek beneath our floors 

A treasure that was never yours, 

Thief, you have been warned, beware 

Of finding more than treasure there. 

 

  ‘Like I said, yeh’d be mad ter try an’ rob it,’ said Hagrid.  (pp. 56 – 57)  

 

 

The building of a bank is described in the above-mentioned excerpt. The schema 

knowledge of bank is invoked by the readers as soon as they come to know that 

Harry and Hagrid want to draw their money out of that building. This is also 

established by the way the exterior of the building is described as a ‘snowy-white 

building’ distinguished from the surroundings as it ‘towered over the other little 

shops’ with ‘burnished bronze doors’. Along with the frame slot of a distinguished 

building, the role slot of a bank schema also seems normal as they are welcomed 
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by a guard standing outside the building ‘wearing a uniform of scarlet and gold’. 

However, at the entrance of the building, the schema of readers as well as Harry, 

who is new to the world of magic is disrupted as the guard is no other than a 

‘goblin’. The script of entering the bank is disrupted to draw attention towards the 

strangeness of the building they are about to enter. The description of this strange 

guard again captures readers’ and Harry’s attention: a ‘swarthy, clever face, a 

pointed beard and, … very long fingers and feet’. The strangeness of the place is 

further intensified by the writing engraved on the door inside the building which 

warns thieves of any horrible consequences of stealing. The readers’ and Harry’s 

tuning and restructuring of bank schema continue upon Harry’s entering the 

building.    

 

A pair of goblins bowed them through the silver doors and they were in a vast 

marble hall. About a hundred more goblins were sitting on high stools behind a 

long counter, scribbling in large ledgers, weighing coins on brass scales, examining 

precious stones through eyeglasses. There were too many doors to count leading 

off the hall, and yet more goblins were showing people in and out of these. Hagrid 

and Harry made for the counter. 

 

‘Morning,’ said Hagrid to a free goblin. ‘We’ve come ter take some 

money outta Mr Harry Potter’s safe.’ (p. 57) 

 

 

The inside of the bank resembles any bank building having counters with banking 

staff sitting on stools behind the counters. There is a tuning of bank schema as the 

building is extraordinarily large with more than a hundred ‘goblins’ sitting behind 

the counters. What these ‘bankers’ are doing leads to a restructuring of the schema 

of a bank as instead of counting money, they were involved in examining and 

‘weighing coins on brass scales [and] precious stones through eyeglasses.’ The rest 

of the bank schema is affirmed as Harry and Hagrid approach a counter in a normal 

way and after greeting, put forth their intensions of getting money out of Harry’s 

safe. The way a customer is handled by the ‘banking staff’ in the world of magic is 

that of extreme caution and secrecy as is reflected in the excerpt below.   

 

‘That seems to be in order.’ 

‘An’ I’ve also got a letter here from Professor Dumbledore,’ said Hagrid 

importantly, throwing out his chest. ‘It’s about the You-Know-What in 

vault seven hundred and thirteen.’ 

The goblin read the letter carefully. 

‘Very well,’ he said, handing it back to Hagrid, ‘I will have someone 

take you down to both vaults. Griphook!’ (p. 57) 
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The secret business being taken care of by the bank is further reflected through the 

way the building of bank in the world of magic gets more enigmatic to fit into the 

existing schema of a normal bank building.  

 

Griphook held the door open for them. Harry, who had expected more marble, was 

surprised. They were in a narrow stone passageway lit with flaming torches. It 

sloped steeply downwards and there were little railway tracks on the floor. 

Griphook whistled and a small cart came hurtling up the tracks towards them. They 

climbed in – Hagrid with some difficulty – and were off.  

 

At first they just hurtled through a maze of twisting passages. Harry tried to 

remember, left, right, right, left, middle fork, right, left, but it was impossible. The 

rattling cart seemed to know its own way, because Griphook wasn’t steering. 

 

Harry’s eyes stung as the cold air rushed past them, but he kept them wide open. 

Once, he thought he saw a burst of fire at the end of a passage and twisted around 

to see if it was a dragon, but too late – they plunged even deeper, passing an 

underground lake where huge stalactites and stalagmites grew from the ceiling and 

floor. (p. 58) 

 

 

The access to the vaults was not only full of adventure and horror but was against 

the imagination of anyone who had previously visited a bank building in the normal 

human world. This is a restructuring of a bank schema where no one expects to 

meet dragons or self-driving carts. The schema of a bank in the minds of the readers 

is exploited by J. K. Rowling to highlight something sinister and creepy about the 

world of magic. The knowledge of a bank schema then it is used as a source of 

deviation by the writer to convey the feelings of strangeness and horror in her novel.   

 

7.3  CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR THEORY 
 

Figures of speech have always held a central position in literary language. In this 

regard, the rhetorical devices of metaphor and metonymy were traditionally used 

as a hallmark of literary writings. In the 1980s, the shift away from the linguistic 

turn to cognitive turn resulted in viewing these figures of speech not related to 

language only but as an extension of human thought and reasoning. A crucial notion 

in cognitive stylistics explains how, when we relate our experiences, we tend to 

map the concepts from one domain on to another domain. This is achieved in 

cognitive stylistics by metaphor and metonymy. This section explains a highly 
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influential concept of cognitive stylistics called cognitive metaphor theory, while 

metonymy would be discussed in the next section. 

 

The traditional explanation of metaphor involves the concepts of tenor, vehicle and 

grounds. The concept that is being explained through a metaphor is tenor, the 

concept through which it is explained is vehicle and grounds account for making 

this relationship work. Initially developed by Lakoff and later by some other 

prominent scholars (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980; Lakoff and Turner, 1989; Turner, 

1987; Semino, 2008), the cognitive metaphor theory views metaphor not as a 

linguistic concept but as an outcome of the thought processes which account for the 

way we perceive ourselves and the world around us. The idea emerged as an attempt 

to explain why we use concepts of one semantic area to explain others. The 

conceptual metaphor is a process that explains one concept through another on 

the basis that there are some similarities between the two entities. The framework 

helped to ‘systematically analyse thought processes through language’ (Burke, 

2014). The utility of metaphor according to the theory is to better understand certain 

concepts, thus called conceptual metaphor. 

 

Both the metaphor and simile are figures of speech that are used to provide a 

comparison of entities from two separate domains. Therefore, the distinction 

between metaphor and simile is a matter of grammatical expression. According to 

Leech (1969), the comparison of one concept to another is overt in simile and covert 

in the case of metaphor. The emphasis on the concept transfer in cognitive metaphor 

theory entails that various grammatical and linguistic expressions can be used to 

transfer a single concept. In this regard, the terms used to express these 

metaphorical relationships are the target domain and source domain. The concept 

being discussed is the target domain while the concept that is used to discuss the 

target is called the source domain. The conceptual metaphors are written in capital 

letters.  

 

People use conceptual metaphor to convey that aspect of the experience that is not 

visible or easy to comprehend. Some abstract concepts that are not easily 

explainable can be explained with metaphor. Take the example of time which is a 

concept that cannot be explained in simple terms. In comparison to this, the concept 

of money is simple to understand as it more concrete, it can be spent, stolen, lost, 

earned and so on. Money is a material resource that can be quantified and has a 

significant value and can be used up. Time is also a resource that has a value and 

can be assigned a value to achieve various purposes and benefits including 

monetary. The similarity between the concept of time and money can be used to 

create certain analogies between them which are carried out by metaphor. The 

problem of explaining time in simple terms leads to the use of a metaphor which 
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efficiently and easily helps explain the concept by connecting it to the concept of 

money. The use metaphor ‘TIME IS MONEY’ can be used to relate to how we can 

steal time, save time and so on. It means ideas form the ‘money’ domain can be 

used and applied to understand the target domain ‘time’. Instead of using the 

experience of relating time directly, we choose more concrete vocabulary to express 

the concept. Mostly the source domain comprises of domains of direct bodily 

experiences, such as taste, vision, space and so on. The target domain is usually less 

direct and mostly an abstract idea. The quantifiable nature of money is exploited to 

explain the similarities existing between the two domains. The metaphorical 

mapping between the two concepts means the idea behind the metaphor TIME IS 

MONEY is that time can also be quantified just like the material resource of money.  

Figure 1 below explains the conceptual mapping between the two domains.  

    

Source Domain: MONEY  Target Domain: TIME 

  

Figure 7.1 Conceptual mapping between source and target domain 

 

This example accounts for the cognitive existence of metaphors as it explains the 

connection between language and thought and can explain the utility of metaphor 

as a matter of style. Besides this example also illustrates that humans need to use 

metaphor to express certain experiences such as to concretize some abstract idea or 

to express complex concepts that cannot be easily expressed or digested if overtly 

expressed. 

 

Literary writers claim metaphors to be the property of literary language in an 

attempt to convey experiences in unfamiliar and deviant ways. Therefore, it is 

observed that literary writers strive to use more novel and less used metaphors. 

Novelty can be achieved either by the conceptual mapping of incompatible or 

unusual ideas or using unusual ways or expressions to convey the conceptual 

Limited intangible 
resource 

Even more valuable 
than money 

Can be used up 
Loss is irrecoverable 

 

 

Tangible infinite 
resource 

Valuable – always 
needed 

Requires care in 
spending 

Loss is problematic  
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mapping. However, the phenomenon is not just limited to the literary language but 

is viewed as a crucial feature of all types of communication. The concept of 

cognitive metaphor thus explains the use of conventional as well as unusual or 

novel metaphorical expressions in literary discourse. The purpose of metaphor is 

believed to be beyond mere serving artistic goals of language. It can also help to 

uncover the ideological basis of using certain metaphors. The unusual metaphors 

that create some drastic stylistic deviation might suggest some unusual functions 

such as to distract the readers from a particular conclusion or to belittle some grave 

happenings and thus may have ideological motives to play down the intensity of a 

conflict. Therefore, it is stylistically used beyond artistic purposes.  

 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have categorised metaphors into ceratin types.  Time 

and money have structural similarities which can be used to describe one through 

another. There is no direct similarity or link but structural similarity. This type is 

called structural metaphors. There are some other types which include 

orientational metaphors which often relate to the spatial arrangement to describe 

concepts. For example, in the expression ‘I am down today’, sadness is refected 

through downwards direction, while happiness similarly is reflected through 

upwards direction. The abstract concepts when imagined as physical objects leads 

to such type of metaphors that are called ontological metaphors. We give physical 

form to the concepts in this category like in the example ‘Inflation is rising’. 

Container metaphors consider humans, concepts, ideas and plans as containers. 

They reflect how we relate to experiences as part of it, in it, out of it and so on. In 

the expression ‘She is out of the comma now’, the comma is used as a container 

from which the subject is about to come out. These metaphor types are not mutually 

exclusive, and they can exist in a combination with each other. More importantly, 

these metaphors are culturally conditioned.  The mapping of concepts is significant 

in the way they are culturally perceived. Metaphors are not stagnant concepts and 

can be created and changed over time with a change in cultural values and beliefs.  

 

7.3.1 Application of conceptual metaphor theory 
 

The use of metaphors in poetry is frequent as it helps mapping of ideas in concrete 

as well as unusual terms. Imagism is a movement that used the technique of free 

verse to convey in simple and understandable terms ideas in the form of images in 

the readers’ mind. Among the prominent imagists, Amy Lowell published her 

imagist poetry before the First World War. Her poem given below is an example of 

short imagist poem that makes use of metaphors from one conceptual domain to 

another to draw a picture of the bleak atmosphere in readers’ imagination. Imagist 

works provide an example of how cognition plays role in the literary and artistic 

works.  
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Old Snow 

The earth is iron, 

The winds are bands of steel, 

The snow is a pock-marked beggar-woman 

Crouching at a street corner 

Whining an old misery over and over. 

They say she was white once, and a virgin. 

  

But who remembers it – 

Seeing her lie indecently huddled upon an iron earth, 

Cringing under the strokes of the steel-band wind? 

       (Amy Lowell) 

 

This poem vividly conveys the images of old snow and cold weather through the 

use of multiple metaphors. The imagery and connection between the ideas are 

established through the use of novel metaphors. The first metaphor is the mapping 

between ‘earth’ and ‘iron’, which are dissimilar in many ways but the structural 

mapping of ideas from the source domain to the target domain better help explain 

the condition of the earth which is hard as iron due to the cold weather. Another 

metaphor is used to describe the target domain of wind through the source domain 

of steel-bands. This again vividly conveys the experience of the rigid, hard and 

harsh cold weather. A more striking and novel metaphor is used in an unusual way 

where the old snow is described as an old woman. In order to depict the condition 

of the old snow, which is the target domain, the characteristics of the source domain 

‘old woman’ are mapped.  The metaphor is further extended to introduce further 

conceptual elements from the source domain of the old woman. The delipidated 

condition of snow is likened with a pock-marked old woman who has lost her 

beauty and vigour. She is left unnoticed at a street corner on the ‘iron’ earth, and 

her miseries remain unnoticed by the rest of the world.  

Consider another imagist poem below. 
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Love 

And love shook my senses –  

A wind across mountains 

Randomly lashing the trees.  

    (Sappho) 

 

The poetess here has conveyed her idea of love, the target domain, through the 

gushing of wind, the source domain. The quality of wind to blow and strike the 

objects that come in its way without being sensitive to what happens to them is 

likened to what love does to humans. It is insensitive to the feelings of humans and 

batters them when it strikes them hard. The use of metaphors in these poems serve 

the purpose of imagist poetry by vividly depicting the image being portrayed.  

    

7.4  METONYMY 
 

In addition to metaphor metonymy is another kind of conceptual transfer but within 

a single domain. This involves some prior association existing between the 

concepts or ideas expressed through metonymic relationship. For example, the use 

of ‘crown’ instead of ‘king’ in the expression ‘The crown was weakened by 

sickness’ expresses the metonymic relationship between the two associated 

concepts of ‘king’ and ‘crown’. The transference of concepts may be an outcome 

of various types of associations, such as a part and whole relationship (as in ‘wheel’ 

and ‘car’), a relationship between the producer and produced (as in ‘Have you read 

J. K. Rowling?’) or location instead of the institution (as ‘Buckingham Palace’ 

instead of ‘monarchy’), and so on.  

 

The difference metonymy and metaphor can be easily identified through the method 

of simile test. The process of converting a metaphor into a simile keeps the meaning 

intact, but when a metonymic relationship is converted into a simile, it makes no 

sense. For example, the expression ‘Argument is war’, can be converted into a 

simile by saying ‘Argument is like war’, which keeps the meaning intact, however, 

the metonymic relationship fails to work when a simile test is used. We cannot, for 

example, say that ‘J. K. Rowling is like the book ‘Harry Potter’.    

 

7.4.1 Application of metonymy 
 

The purpose of metonymy is understood to be primarily artistic and creative. 

However, it is used functionally to achieve various purposes such as the distortion 
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of appearance for the sake of humour as in caricatures, where a part of a person 

may get exaggerated to represent the whole person. In literary works, writers may 

use metonymy to accentuate or highlight certain feelings or to create a certain 

impact on readers. Consider the example given below for an illustration of the 

concept in literary works.  

 

Out, Out- 

The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard 

And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood, 

Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it. 

And from there those that lifted eyes could count 

Five mountain ranges one behind the other 

Under the sunset far into Vermont. 

And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled, 

As it ran light, or had to bear a load. 

And nothing happened: day was all but done. 

Call it a day, I wish they might have said 

To please the boy by giving him the half hour 

That a boy counts so much when saved from work. 

His sister stood beside him in her apron 

To tell them ‘Supper.’ At the word, the saw, 

As if to prove saws knew what supper meant, 

Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to leap— 

He must have given the hand. However it was, 

Neither refused the meeting. But the hand! 

The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh, 

As he swung toward them holding up the hand 

Half in appeal, but half as if to keep 

The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all— 

Since he was old enough to know, big boy 

Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart— 

He saw all spoiled. ‘Don’t let him cut my hand off— 

The doctor, when he comes. Don’t let him, sister!’ 
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So. But the hand was gone already. 

The doctor put him in the dark of ether. 

He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath. 

And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright. 

No one believed. They listened at his heart. 

Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it. 

      (Robert Frost) 

 

In this poem Robert Frost tells the story of a young boy who loses his hand and 

ultimately his life in an accident. The tragic death of the boy is foregrounded in the 

backdrop of soothing and peaceful farm life. The contrast between the serenity and 

the tragedy that took place is conveyed with various poetic devices such as paradox, 

irony, metaphor, metonymy, personification, and imagery. The intrusion in the 

peaceful farm life is caused by the unpleasant noise of saw which is graphically 

described as a sign of danger that became the cause of the boy’s death. The saw 

symbolises technology that intrudes in the peaceful life of humans and causes 

destruction. The poem also makes use of irony that despite being young, the boy 

was given the tough job suitable for a man. The major theme of the poem is the 

fragility of human life. The ending of the poem is an ironic remark on the callous 

and cruel behaviour of people who remained indifferent to the tragedy of the boy 

who was forced to work despite being young and lost his life as a result. Without 

any feeling of sadness or remorse, they return to their normal routine as if nothing 

happened. The use of figurative language plays a crucial role here for the 

juxtaposition of ideas and enhancing the meanings conveyed. There is an 

interesting use of metonymy that reflects the building of a connection between the 

two related ideas in the poem. Consider the following lines from the poem.    

 

The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh, 

As he swung toward them holding up the hand 

Half in appeal, but half as if to keep 

The life from spilling… 

 

The moment the boy realised what has happened to him, he panicked and, in an 

attempt, to save his life, he held his hand high to stop the blood from spilling further. 

In the actual situation, it is the ‘blood’ that we can stop from spilling and not the 

‘life’. The poet here makes use of the figurative language to show the connection 

of ‘blood’ and ‘life’ – the more blood he loses, the more chances there are that he 
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would lose his life. Therefore, instead of directly saying that the blood was spilling, 

the poet uses metonymic expression by showing the link between ‘blood’ and ‘life’ 

which is extremely crucial and significant for life. This expression is comparatively 

indirect and by avoiding the direct mention of ‘blood’, the poet fulfils multiple 

purposes. It enhances the poetic effect which is the hallmark of poetry. Moreover, 

the indirectness also accentuates meaning by directly replacing the blood with the 

life itself.  

 

7.5  CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has discussed the utility of various crucial concepts from the domain 

of cognitive linguistics for the purpose of style. The cognitive dimension for style 

analysis allowed for explaining how a similar text may be interpreted variously by 

various readers, and how the writers may make use of readers’ cognition for the 

transference of multiple emotional experiences. The concept of schema allows the 

writers to omit certain details that may have ideological significant or to pose a 

challenge to their existing schema to create a feeling of strangeness. The concepts 

of cognitive metaphor and metonymy allow us to understand why human 

communication, be it literary or mundane, is never short of comparison between 

concepts, which may be exploited by the writers for various artistic purposes.    

 

EXERCISES 

 
1.  What is schema? How can the schema theory help interpretation of concepts 

and ideas by the readers in the literary world? Discuss in the light of at least 

two examples of literary texts.    

2.  How can cognitive metaphor theory account for the transference of concepts 

from one domain to another? Exemplify and illustrate the conceptual mapping 

through a diagram.  

3.  Choose an example of metonymy from any literary work and explain the 

impact the writer creates on readers’ mind through its use.  

4.  Apply cognitive stylistics to uncover meanings in the following poem: 

 

Stones  

Once I collected some stones 

By drifting along the road 

Some of them were rich 

Some were pity poor 



120 
 

A sagacious friend of mine told 

You got diamonds, rubies, and stones 

I consciously took care of diamonds, and rubies 

After longing and caring them for years 

I found some black spots in diamonds 

And some cracks on rubies 

But stones neither faded nor changed 

I saved them again 

For the purity of their character 

Now wherever I go 

To catch my wandering dreams 

I collect shabby stones 

To avoid imperishable loss to my soul 

     (By Dr. Malik Ajmal Gulzar) 
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

The analysis of literary style, as we have learnt so far, depends upon various 

methodological insights from the field of linguistics. Similarly, narrative stylistics 

has contributed greatly towards understanding the style of various narrative genres 

such as the novel, narrative poems, and short stories. This unit builds an 

understanding of what are narratives and how they can be analysed through some 

key concepts including narrative plot and narrative structure. The unit also provides 

a practical application of the concepts on the selected narrative genres such as 

fairytale and a narrative poem. This is carried out to facilitate comprehension of 

narrative techniques for the study of style and to enable students to independently 

carry out their analysis of different literary narrative genres.    

 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the key concepts in narrative stylistics to carry out stylistic 

analysis on various literary narrative genres 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within 

narrative stylistics including: 

o Narrative plot 

o Narrative structure  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out an analysis of the narrative plot and 

narrative structure 

• RECOGNIZE how narrative stylistics helps to uncover meaning in literary 

texts. 

• DIFFERENTIATE between a recount and a narrative 

• ENLIST and EXPLAIN the six units of a narrative identified by Paul Simpson 

• ANALYZE stories using Simpson and Labov’s models 
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8.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

The art of storytelling has always been a crucial part of human existence. It is 

through stories that we think, dream, and recall past events. Storytelling is an 

established human activity reflecting the urge to translate experiences into tellable 

and memorable tales. People tell stories to make sense of their lives. Personal 

stories help construct as well as assert an identity as well. A story reconstructs an 

experience told to some specific audience at a given time and place.  

 

8.2  WHAT ARE NARRATIVES?  
 

Narratives and their functions are not easily specifiable. They have a great 

significance in the domain of linguistics, sociolinguistics, and cognitive linguistics. 

This also requires them to be viewed from multiple theoretical perspectives which 

makes their interpretation complex. Narratives or stories are accounts of a series of 

related events or experiences, expressed in the written, spoken or visual form or a 

combination of these. The events in the stories are temporally linked. The minimal 

function of a narrative may comprise of at least two clauses that are arranged in a 

sequence and altering their order may change their meaning and interpretation.   

An interesting example in this regard is provided by Simpson (2004, p. 19): 

 

John dropped the plates and Jannet laughed suddenly.  

 

This example illustrates the importance of temporal ordering in a narrative. The 

first event of John’s dropping the plate is followed by the second event of Janet’s 

laughter. However, the interpretation is changed if we change the order of the two 

clauses. In this case, we interpret that John’s dropping of the plates takes place 

because of Janet’s laughter. This shows the impact of temporal arrangement on the 

meaning of a narrative.   

 

Although the presence of atleast two clauses is essential to the narrative discourse, 

in fact, narratives are much more than that. The people listening to a story may need 

certain contextualization, elaboration, development, resolution, and some 

interesting use of stylistic embellishments to stay interested. Therefore, both 

fictional and non-fictional stories may comprise certain essential elements to make 

them comprehensible and interesting. But primarily, to classify a discourse as 

narrative, it should have the function of telling a story with a specific sequence of 

events, making it something tellable and answering the question of ‘what 

happened’. Therefore, information imparting discourses may not be classified as 

narratives.  
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Narratives are different from recounts due to their element of ‘tellability’ specified 

by the presence of ‘Complicating Action’ which differentiates them from 

informative recounts. An investigation by Lambrou and Stockwell revealed that 

“happy and sad personal stories” mostly constitute recounts whereas “experiences 

based on danger of death, fights/arguments and embarrassing events” mostly 

constitute narratives (2010, p. 205).  

 

8.3  NARRATIVE STYLISTICS 
 

It is now clear that narrative is more than just a sequence of connected clauses, 

prevalent forms or units/elements that are crucial to analyze its style. Among 

literary discourse, multiple genres that are categorized as narratives include short 

stories and novels. The functional value of a narrative, as explained earlier is 

established by the element of ‘so what’ which shows there is more to a narrative 

than just the presence of a sequence of clauses. The task of identifying various units 

or structures essential to a narrative, however, is quite challenging. This is also 

because of different views prevalent regarding the components that constitute 

narrative discourse as well as the relationship between these components. 

 

Paul Simpson (2004) has outlined six core units essential to stylistic analysis of 

narrative discourse. He begins describing the essential elements by firstly 

distinguishing between the two basic components of a narrative. The first one is the 

narrative plot which merely refers to the narrative storyline or sequence and 

chronological ordering of the events. The second one he calls as the narrative 

discourse which refers to the manner/ways in which the narrative plot unfolds. It 

comprises of various stylistic elements which are explained in Simpson (2004) in 

the form of six units. Figure 8.1 reflected below shows the model provided by 

Simpson (2004, p. 20).  

 

 
Figure 8.1 Simpson’s (2004) model of narrative structure 
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The first element is the textual medium which points out to the physical medium 

in which the narrative unfolds. Narratives may make use of various mediums such 

as oral medium, novel, film or musical. The socio-linguistic code specifies the 

social context of a narrative. The encoding of narratives is characterized by specific 

linguistic, historical, and cultural contexts. They may provide information 

regarding the location and time. The forms of language like accent and dialect can 

be crucial for character development. The institutional context may be expressed 

through a specific register of language. The element of characterization may be 

accomplished through actions and events, which reflects the processes in which 

characters are involved for their characterisation in a narrative. This function is 

already discussed in Unit 4, which looks at the transitivity analysis of the processes 

in a narrative. The second element of characterization is the point of view, which 

specifies the relationship between characterization and the perspective or point of 

view from which a narrative is being told. It can tell us whether a narrative is told 

from the first person, second person or the third person point of view. Unit 5 

explains this narrative function for the purpose of style in detail.  The fifth category 

is of textual structure which accounts for the structural organization of a story’s 

plot into the broader functional categories. This element is the focus of this chapter 

and explained in the next section 4. The last componenet of a narrative is 

intertextuality which accounts for the way a text refers to, either implicitly or 

explicitly, some previous texts from which they import some historical references, 

derive ideological basis or provide some explicit mentions.  
 

This chapter covers two aspects of narrative style. The first one is the narrative 

plot which is discussed in section 4, while section 5 deals with a crucial element of 

narrative discourse which is the textual structure.   
 

8.4  NARRATIVE PLOT 
 

The foundations of the discipline called narratology owe much to the work of 

Vladimir Propp. His work ‘Morphology of the Folktale’ (1928) contributed towards 

structuralist narratology by providing the structural model of a fairy tale. He noticed 

that fairytales are composed of a set of recurring actions and events which he 

termed as ‘functions’. He made certain observations regarding the nature of these 

functions such as they are independent of who fulfils them or how or why they are 

carried out. According to him, what matters is that they are realized and are 

essential to the narrative action, usually occurring in a specific order. He proposed 

thirty-one of these functions. Nearly all fairytales are composed of these 

fundamental functions, though not all functions may be present in all fairytales. 

Propp also identifies seven basic types of characters or ‘dramatis personae’ 

essential to a fairytale genre including a hero, false hero, villain, donor, helper, 

dispatcher and princess.  
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Propp’s model published in 1928 and was based on Russian folktales. Now it seems 

far removed in time and space from the recent narrative forms. However, since it is a 

theoretical model, it is designed to have a universal significance. The application of the 

model to film narratives was carried out by Simpson (2004, pp. 72 – 74) whose 

structural analysis of Columbus’s film Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (2000) 

shows the applicability of Propp’s functions to a more recent narrative genre.  

 

For the purpose of illustration, the Propp’s model is applied to the Grimm’s 

fairytale Little Red Riding Hood taken from the ‘Classic Treasury: Fairy Tales’ 

complied by Vic Parker (2013). Table 8.1 provides a list of functions in Propp’s 

model that are found in the story, along with a description of how the function is 

fulfilled in the story.   

 

Table 8.1 Propp’s model and its application to Little Red Riding Hood 

Propp’s Narrative 

Function 

Narrative Event in Little Red Riding Hood 

1) Absentation The function is fulfilled as Grandmother is absent from 

the home of Little Red Riding Hood. 

2) Interdiction  Little Red Riding Hood is prohibited by her mother to 

leave the path to Grandmother’s house. 

3) Violation  

 

Little Red Riding Hood violates the interdiction and on 

the behest of the Wolf, strays into the woods.  

4) Delivery  

 

The wolf receives information regarding the whereabouts 

of Grandmother.  

5) Trickery  

 

The Wolf pretends to be Little Red Riding Hood and 

tricks the Grandmother to enter her house. 

6) Complicity The Grandmother aids Wolf by surrendering to the 

deception by the Wolf. 

7) Villainy Both the Grandmother and Little Red Riding Hood are 

eaten by the Wolf. 

8) Lack The lack is related to the need/desire of the Grandmother 

to eat the cake. Moreover, Little Red Riding Hood also 

lacks the knowledge of dealing with dangerous creatures 

like wolves hiding in the woods. 

9) Mediation Both the girl and her grandmother remain ignorant to the 

trickery of the wolf. However, a hunter gains awareness 

of the situation and how the Wolf might have trapped the 

victims. 

10) Beginning 

Counteraction 

The hunter decides to tear the stomach of the Wolf.  
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11) Donor’s first 

function 

The hunter rescues both the girl and her grandmother.    

12) The reaction of 

the hero 

The girl helps the hunter in bringing stones to fill up the 

stomach of the wolf.   

13) Magical agent’s 

receipt or provision 

The hunter’s ability to defeat the Wolf is now acquired 

by the girl.  

14) Struggle There is another encounter between the girl and another 

wolf in the woods. 

15) Marking, 

branding 

Little Red Riding Hood becomes a hero by defeating the 

wolf. 

16) Victory The wolf is killed. 

17) Restoration The innocence of the girl is replaced by her awareness of 

the trickery in the eyes of the wolves.  

18) Return The girl returns to her home victorious.  

 

Out of the 31 Propp’s functions, 18 can be mapped on to the story of Little Red 

Riding Hood. The first function of Absentation is fulfilled in the story as the 

Grandmother of Little Red Riding Hood lives far away from her home and the girl 

has to pass through a deep forest to meet her. The mother of Little Red Riding Hood 

is aware of the dangers that lie in the way and therefore addresses her with an 

Inderdiction or warning not to leave the straight path to the Grandmother's house 

in the woods. There is a Violation of warning when Little Red Riding Hood ignores 

her mother’s instructions. She comes into the Trickery of the wolf which results in 

the Delivery of information regarding the whereabouts of her Grandmother. The 

Grandmother acts in Complicity of the villain when she aids the Wolf in his trickery 

unwittingly. She surrenders to the deception and allows the Wolf to enter her house 

believing it to be her granddaughter. The function of Villany is achieved when the 

Wolf is successful in his attempt to eat both the Grandmother and Little Red Riding 

Hood. The tragedy results from the Lack or desire of Grandmother as she allows 

the Wolf to enter the house. The function of Mediation or knowledge of misfortune 

is not achieved by Grandmother or Little Red Riding Hood. Instead, this function 

is achieved by a hunter who gains knowledge of the misfortune. The Counteraction 

begins when the hunter decides to rescue the victims. The Donor here is the hunter 

who acts as a helper to rescue the girl and her Grandmother. The Reaction of Little 

Red Riding Hood is to help the hunter in filling up the stomach of the Wolf with 

stones. The Donor or helper’s ability is acquired by Little Red Riding Hood as she 

gains knowledge of Wolf’s trickery and how to deal with it. This results in Struggle 

in the next encounter where Red Riding Hood is Branded as a hero when she gains 

Victory over the Wolf. This results in Restoration which compensates the initial 

lack or misfortune of the Red Riding Hood. In the next journey to her 
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Grandmother’s house, Little Red Riding Hood Returns safely to her home by 

defeating another treacherous wolf. 
 

The analysis above has shown that there is some overarching similarity between 

the macro-functions in any narrative recount. Not all functions might exist in all 

stories but the model of Propp is broad enough to cater to the fairytale genre plot.  
 

8.5  NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 
 

Some significant work has been done towards the analysis of oral personal 

narratives by sociologists William Labov and Waletzky. They believe the view that 

to make a story comprehensible, all narrators should comply with some sort of 

structural/schematic pattern or template. For that purpose, they proposed a model 

which acts as a functional model to describe and analyse personal narratives. The 

Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) model serves as a map to analyse recurring structural 

and functional patterns of personal narratives.  
 

This model comprises six macro-structures or schemas referring to a cluster of clauses 

that represent a specific function in the structure. The model is detailed below. 
 

Table 8.2Labov and Waletzky’s (1967) model of narrative structure 

No. Pattern Function 

1. Abstract Tells us what the story is about 

2. Orientation Answers the ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’ and ‘when’ 

questions 

3. Complicating 

Action 

Extends core narrative by specifying what happened  

4. Evaluation This satisfies the ‘so what’ aspect of narrative; 

functions to highlight what’s interesting and how the 

participants feel 

5. Resolution Provides the result of what finally happened 

6. Coda Marks the end of the story usually by the provision of a 

moral or lesson 
 

In the structural model, the most essential and indispensable part is Complicating 

Action, which satisfies the core function of narratives by specifying ‘what happened’. 

This part fulfils the definition of a narrative by Labov (1972) as a sequence of two 

temporally linked clauses. The stage of evaluation is not present as a distinct 

identifiable category. It is mostly found embedded in the whole of the narrative. Not 

all elements of the model, it is found, exist in all narratives. However, it is expected 

that in order to make a text function as a narrative, it should be serving the core 

component fulfilled by Complicating Action which answers ‘what happened’.   
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The model of Labov can act as a simple schema which may be present in any kind 

of narrative. This overarching stature of the model makes it possible to apply it to 

any kind of narrative other than the oral personal stories analysed by Labov. The 

grammar of narratives encoded in the six-part functional categories can be used to 

explore the structure of literary narrative genres such as short stories and novels. 

Keeping in view the deviations literary writers may like to get engaged in, the 

variations from the expected structures of a story may lead the readers to draw 

interesting interpretations as intended by the writers. Such variations may include 

the absence of evaluation for keeping the readers in dark or missing of orientation 

to keep the readers in suspense. These literary effects are crucial markers of style 

which can be unearthed by the use of Labov’s model of narrative structure. 
 

Provided below is a narrative poem Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf by Roald 

Dahl. It is a form of a macabre story which usually produce disturbing and grim 

effects. The poem was published in the volume Revolting Stories (1982), and the 

title of volume refers to the rebellious or repulsive nature of the stories.   
 

Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf 

As soon as Wolf began to feel 

That he would like a decent meal, 

He went and knocked on Grandma's door. 

When Grandma opened it, she saw 

The sharp white teeth, the horrid grin, 

And Wolfie said, 'May I come in?' 

Poor Grandmamma was terrified, 

'He's going to eat me up!' she cried. 

And she was absolutely right. 

He ate her up in one big bite. 

But Grandmamma was small and tough, 

And Wolfie wailed, 'That's not enough! 

I haven't yet begun to feel 

That I have had a decent meal!' 

He ran around the kitchen yelping, 

'I've got to have a second helping!' 

Then added with a frightful leer, 

'I'm therefore going to wait right here 

Till Little Miss Red Riding Hood 

Comes home from walking in the wood.' 

 

He quickly put on Grandma's clothes, 

(Of course he hadn't eaten those). 

He dressed himself in coat and hat. 
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He put on shoes, and after that, 

He even brushed and curled his hair, 

Then sat himself in Grandma's chair. 

 

In came the little girl in red. 

She stopped. She stared. And then she said, 

'What great big ears you have, Grandma.' 

'All the better to hear you with,' 

the Wolf replied. 

'What great big eyes you have, Grandma.' 

said Little Red Riding Hood. 

'All the better to see you with,' 

the Wolf replied. 

He sat there watching her and smiled. 

He thought, I'm going to eat this child. 

Compared with her old Grandmamma, 

She's going to taste like caviar. 

 

Then Little Red Riding Hood said, ' 

But Grandma, what a lovely great big 

furry coat you have on.' 

 

'That's wrong!' cried Wolf. 

'Have you forgot 

To tell me what BIG TEETH I've got? 

Ah well, no matter what you say, 

I'm going to eat you anyway.' 

 

The small girl smiles. One eyelid flickers. 

She whips a pistol from her knickers. 

She aims it at the creature's head, 

And bang bangbang, she shoots him dead. 

 

A few weeks later, in the wood, 

I came across Miss Riding Hood. 

But what a change! No cloak of red, 

No silly hood upon her head. 

She said, 'Hello, and do please note 

My lovely furry wolfskin coat.' 

       (Roald Dahl, 1982) 
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The application of Labov’s structural model provides us with a glimpse into the 

way the famous retelling deconstructs the traditional fairytale genre and aims at 

subverting its structure to a modern-day version of a fairytale genre. The analysis 

of structural functions shows how the writer plays with readers’ expectations and 

from the very familiar and known, takes them by surprise through an unexpected 

turn of the events. The Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf’s adaptation from the 

original version of the story is notable for its visible similarities as well as a striking 

difference. The story told in a narrative poem is built on some basic details from 

the original version of the story, but the plot is shifted to a totally different end. 

Dahl retains most of the elements from the tale to keep it recognizable as the story 

of Red Riding Hood for the readers. The story has similar settings, as it takes place 

in the woods and the grandmother’s house. However, Dahl omits some of the 

structural components of a narrative as proposed by Labov’s model. The story starts 

abruptly without any Abstract. The Abstract provides a preamble to the readers 

regarding what the story is about. Similarly, there is no Orientation in the story, 

which according to Labov’s model provides answers to the questions of ‘who’, 

‘when’, ‘where’ and ‘what’. The absence of Abstract and Orientation allows Dahl 

to achieve an extremely crucial function: it creates an impression in the readers that 

the poem is another similar version of the traditional story of Red Riding Hood and 

develops their expectations regarding its outcome or ‘tellability’ to answer, ‘what 

happened’. The abrupt start of the story without providing details about the settings 

takes the readers back to the schema of the traditional story without even making 

them realize that there is an absence of any settings or what Labov calls Orientation. 

The familiarity or resemblance with the traditional story atmosphere allows Dahl 

to play with the readers' expectations to enhance the element of surprise or 

subversion of the outcome. The story abruptly begins with the Complicating Action 

when the Wolf feels hungry and decides to eat the Grandmamma. The Internal 

Evaluation is interspersed throughout the poem as the writer describes various 

events and characters: ‘poor Grandmama’, ‘little girl in red’, and ‘she saw. The 

sharp white teeth, the horrid grin’. The characters’ description is stereotypical as 

the Complicating Action builds on the expected outcome of the story for the 

readers. The Wolf is presented as always, as a villain, and the girl as small and 

innocent. The structural elements together, including the absence of the Abstract 

and Orientation and the kind of Internal evaluation used, make the subversion of 

the plot all the more shocking for the readers. The Resolution of the story is beyond 

readers’ expectations: the stereotypical innocent, helpless little girl is replaced by a 

shrewd girl full of strength and agency, who takes out a gun and shoots the Wolf 

instead. She doesn’t require a hunter to understand the intentions of the Wolf but 

knows how to defend herself and deal with all the wolves out there in the woods. 

This Resolution of the story is unexpected and instead of the traditional and tragic 

ending of the death of the girl and her grandmother, the story ends with the murder 
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of the wolf instead. The story ends with the External Evaluation where the writer 

makes his presence known to the readers by using the personal pronoun ‘I’:  

 

‘I came across Miss Riding Hood. 

But what a change! No cloak of red, 

No silly hood upon her head’. 

 

The writer expresses his surprise on meeting Miss Riding Hood who has gotten 

away with the ‘silly hood’, which acts as a symbol of her stereotypical naivety, and 

replaces it with a ‘lovely furry wolfskin coat’. The story although is devoid of any 

Coda, but the outcome of the story is oriented towards the moral education of 

children. The end of the story shows a shift from the traditional and fixed mindset 

to awareness towards the feminist concerns and provides a more modern and 

dynamic representation of the changing times where little girls are independent and 

capable of self-defence.     

 

8.6  CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has discussed the utility of various crucial concepts from the domain 

of narratology for the purpose of style. The concepts of narrative plot and narrative 

structure for style analysis allowed the identification of various functions achieved 

by writers when telling stories and what they achieve through a specific structural 

organization of a narrative. The presence or absence of a specific structural pattern 

may affect the outcome of the story and the way it impacts the readers. Such 

analysis helps in analyzing style to see how writers accomplish their purposes 

through the works of fiction.   
    

EXERCISES 
 

1.  What are narratives? How can narrative stylistics help uncover the style of 

various literary genres?     

2.  Explain how the ‘Morphology of the Folktale’ (1928) and various functions 

of narrative structures in a narrative plot as proposed by Vladimir Propp 

contributed towards the domain of narrative stylistics for the interpretation of 

meaning? Apply the model of Propp on a short narrative recount and interpret 

it on the basis of the model.   

3.  Name and explain various structures identified by Labov and Waletzky’s 

(1967) model of the personal narrative recounts. Apply the model on any one 

of the following short narrative recounts and interpret it on the basis of the 

model: 
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Reflections of Illusions  

 

I walked along the road 

Alone, but with two shadows 

One was dark and another was dim 

A dark one created more shadows 

Walking along with different selves 

I found myself lost in the elation of peace 

And dancing with the illusions of reflections  

All my dreams came true in a dark night 

Third shadow that emerged late at night 

Though was weak, but was near to my heart 

Walking in the dense jungle along the road 

All of a sudden my eyes stopped seeing 

Due to the dazzling day lights 

I found the shadow that was near to my heart 

Had left me alone alongside the road 

Reflections of illusions accompanied me in a deep night. 

(Dr Malik Ajmal Gulzar) 
 

 

Self- descriptions 

 

I could never circle you in my conceptions 

Though you always stayed in my perceptions 

Capitulated myself even for not getting receptions 

Though I tried to shun away all the deceptions 

Oh, my meager soul! 

Come on the other ways of attractions 

Forget those who always preferred dejections 

Go to other galaxies to have all the exceptions 

A man could never win immortal affections! 

(Dr. Malik Ajmal Gulzar) 
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UNIT OVERVIEW 
 

This unit introduces some of the techniques in the emerging domain of corpus 

stylistics in order to study the corpus of a literary work, predominantly at the 

quantitative and to some extent qualitative level. Some of the key concepts and 

terms are introduced here such as word list, keyword list, concordances and 

collocates, within the domain to analyze style. The unit also provides practical 

applications of the concepts on the selected work of literature for illustrative 

purposes. This is carried out to facilitate comprehension of corpus stylistics for the 

study of style, and to enable students to carry out their independent analysis on the 

literary texts of their choice.    

 

 

OBJECTIVES 
 

At the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

• KNOW about the key concepts in corpus stylistics as a means to carry out 

stylistic analysis on various literary texts 

• UNDERSTAND and DISTINGUISH among various key concepts within the 

corpus stylistics including: 

o Word list 

o Keyword list 

o Concordances 

o Collocates  

• HAVE an idea about carrying out analysis using various concepts in the 

domain of corpus stylistics 

• RECOGNIZE how corpus stylistics helps to uncover meaning in literary 

texts. 
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9.1  INTRODUCTION  
 

The domain of corpus stylistics is concerned with the use of computers for the 

analysis of literary texts. The use of computer-assisted techniques can help literary 

critics identify salient linguistic patterns which cannot be identified manually. 

These features can help describe as well as interpret literary texts. 

 

The combination of Corpus Linguistics with Literary Criticism can work as a 

fruitful way for literary critics to attain analytical insights and interpretative depth 

into literary texts without compromising the descriptive richness as made available 

through corpus techniques. Thus, corpus techniques add richness to the way we 

appreciate the value of literary works.   

 

9.2  WHAT IS CORPUS STYLISTICS? 
 

Corpus Stylistics is a recently emerging area, which took its inception due to the 

advancement in the quantitative approaches of analysis with the growing use of 

computer-assisted methods in the domain of linguistics. Corpus techniques involve 

the use of the mixed methodology for the purpose of style analysis, where 

quantitative measures allow for the statistical and objective analysis of the data and 

qualitative methods allow for more subjective and interpretative insights into the 

data. While it is clear that the application of corpus techniques are involved to study 

the style of literary texts in corpus stylistics, in order to see how corpus linguistics 

has attempted to address some concerns of the field of stylistics, it is felt crucial to 

provide a brief overview of corpus linguistics.   

 

The term corpus refers to a collection of data, usually stored on a computer. The 

corpus analysis enables this data to undergo some computational processes the 

purpose of analysis. Various software programs are available to carry out corpus 

analysis, including Wordsmith, AntConc, Wmatrix and Sketch Engine, some of 

these softwares are freely available for use, while some require a subscription fee 

for usage.     

 

The corpus used for research is usually related to the problem analyzed research. 

The data may comprise of the available body of corpora, or tailor-made according 

to research purposes. The general corpus refers to a large corpus, such as British 

National Corpus (BNC, comprising of a written and spoken data of 100 million 

words) or Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The corpus 

designed for a specific purpose is usually smaller and called specialized corpora. 
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For the analysis of fictional works, the specialized corpora may be formulated to 

study the works of a particular author, like the novels of Jane Austin. Depending 

on the research goals, a specialized corpus can be developed to represent literary 

works of a specific period, such as the Romantic Period. A prior clarity of research 

goals may help in conducting good corpus research.  

 

9.3  CORPUS STYLISTICS AND LITERARY STYLE 
 

This section uses some corpus stylistic techniques to study the style of a literary 

work. For the purpose of illustration, a short story, The Tell-Tale Heart by an 

American writer Edgar Allan Poe published in 1843 has been used. The story is 

told in the first-person narrative point of view and describes the act of a murder of 

an old man committed by the narrator, most probably a boy. The narrartor doesn’t 

hate the old man but loathes and dreads his pale blue vulture-like evil eye and plans 

to murder him to get rid of that feeling of fear. Both the characters remain unnamed. 

The boy plans the murder with great precision and detail and waits for a few days 

to execute it at the right moment. The boy clarifies that the motive for killing the 

man is neither the greed for money nor any bad relations between him and the old 

man, but his ‘eye’ that he detests. The details of the murder are gruesome and make 

us cringe as readers, however, alongside providing horrid details of the murder, the 

boy also attempts to convince the readers that he is not mad. The act of killing is 

done without any element of remorse, however, the boy, in the end, admits his 

heinous act in front of policemen as he could no longer bear the noise of the 

persistent and strong heartbeat which he thinks is coming from the remains of the 

old man hidden under the flooring on which he is sitting. The questions for analysis 

of style for this type of story may include: How the main character is portrayed in 

the story? How does the narrator try to convince the audience that he is not mad? 

What does the author achieve through the contradiction between the actions and 

thoughts of the character? What significance can be attached to the two prevalent 

symbols of ‘heart’ and ‘eye’ used in the text by the author? and so on.  

 

The first step in the analysis may include building a corpus of the text that could be 

read by the software, here AntConc (can be downloaded from 

https://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antconc/). The text of the story is 

available in the form of an eBook in Portable Document Format (PDF). To make it 

readable by the software, it is converted into a plain text file (.txt) and uploaded in 

the software through the ‘Open File’ command. The following sections provide 

some of the ways in which corpus techniques can help analyzing the style of a 

literary text by its application to the short story The Tell-Tale Heart.    
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9.3.1 Word List 
 

A useful way of analyzing corpus is to look at the word list, which provides 

quantitative insights into the data by making all the words in a text appear in a list 

based on their frequency of occurrence and ranking. This automatic generation of 

the word list allows us to look at the total number of words or tokens in a corpus, 

as well as types or all the unique words that are part of the corpus. Table 9.1 below 

shows the screenshot of the word list of the story The Tell-Tale Heart. It can be 

seen that the corpus of the story comprises of 2160 tokens but only 686 types of 

words.  

 
Figure 9.1 Screenshot of AntConc’s Word List for The Tell-Tale Heart 

 

The most frequent word, as can be seen from the table above, is ‘the’ at rank 1, 

which occurs 141 times in the corpus. In fact, most of the highly frequent words in 

a corpus belong to the grammatical class since they are abundant in most of the 

corpora. In order to gain further understanding of the words and their types, 

specifically content words, this type of word list might not be enough, though it is 

the first step which may lead us toward more specific ways of looking at this word 

list. It is, however, interesting to note that the second-highest word (rank 2) in the 

word list is first-person pronoun ‘I’, which occurs 124 times in the corpus. This 

frequency of the pronoun points to the narrative point of view of the story, being 
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the first person. This also accounts for the abundant use of other forms of first-

person pronouns, with 30 instances of ‘my’ (including 2 instances of ‘My’), 16 

occurrences of ‘me’, and 3 occurrences of ‘myself’, which inclusively makes it the 

most abundant word form. All the words from rank 1 to 19 are grammatical words. 

If we look at the occurrence of content words, the first encounter is at rank 20 which 

is the word ‘old’ occurring 15 times in the corpus. This is followed by ‘man’ at rank 

25 occurring 14 times. The highest presence of first-person pronouns in the 

grammatical words class and the ‘old man’ among the content words also tell us 

about the focus of the story that revolves around the relationship between ‘I’ as a 

narrator and the ‘old man’. These content words are followed by some others in 

rank including ‘louder’ (rank:28; frequency:14), ‘night’ (rank:29; frequency: 14), 

‘heard’ (rank: 34; frequency: 11), ‘eye’ (rank: 41; frequency: 9), ‘sound’ (rank: 42; 

frequency: 9), ‘head’ (rank: 48; frequency: 8), ‘heart’ (rank: 49; frequency: 8), and 

so on. All these content words reflect the theme of the story. The word list, 

therefore, helps us to compute in the form of the frequency salience of certain words 

and how they link to the theme and main events of the story and characterization.  

 

9.3.2 Keywords 
 

The word list provides us with some crucial information regarding the word types 

and tokens and the tool used for gaining this information is called the keyword list 

which can be extracted in AntConc once we have the word list. The corpus software 

usually determines the significance of words based on their comparison with some 

reference corpus. The reference corpus is usually some general-purpose large 

corpus that can suffice for the purpose of comparison. The salience is measured by 

keyness value determined using statistical measurement, i.e., Log-likelihood (LL). 

However, in a small data set (corpus) such as the one used here for the purpose of 

illustration, the comparison with a large general corpus may provide unrealistic 

significance value due to a comparison between small and large corpus sizes. For 

this purpose, the corpus of the story The Tell-Tale Heart is compared with a smaller 

corpus called BNC Baby Corpus, of around 4 million words’ version of the larger 

BNC of 100 million words. Out of this Baby BNC, the corpus of fiction is used 

here as a reference corpus for the purpose of illustration. Provided below is the 

screenshot of the keyword list generated by comparison of The Tell-Tale Heart 

corpus with fiction BNC Baby corpus.   
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Figure 9.2 Screenshot of AntConc’s Keyword List for The Tell-Tale Heart 
 

The tool by default ranks the words according to their keyness which means that 

their presence in the corpus is not incidental and the words do not occur frequently 

in the reference corpus but are unique to the corpus being analyzed. We can notice 

that the words belonging to the grammatical class are not very frequent in the 

keyword list in the table shown in figure 9.2 because they frequently occur in the 

selected corpus as well as the reference corpus. 

 

The generated keyword list again confirms some of our intuitions about the texts 

selected for the purpose of analysis of the style. The first-person pronoun ‘I’ again 

stands out and is present with great visibility in the short story, pointing towards 

the type of narrative point of view as well as the nature of events, actions and 

thought processes that the narrator gets actively engaged in during the whole act of 

planning and executing the murder. We can also see that the keyword list confirms 

the significance of the previously most frequent words identified in the word list, 

some of which we would be studying in greater detail through the use of some other 

corpus tools. It is significant to note here that after ‘I’, the keyness of the word 

‘louder’ is higher as compared to other words in relation to the reference corpus, 

although it is lower in frequency and rank from some other words as shown in the 
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word list. Thus the measure of salience might differ with the corpus and among 

various corpora.        

 

9.3.3 Concordances and Collocations 
 

The previous quantitative insights into the data such as keyword lists and keyness 

of certain words allow us to look at the frequency, types and significance of the 

words used in the corpus, without any idea of how these words are used in context. 

In order to get an answer to this question, we need qualitative insights into the data. 

For this purpose, concordance lines provide the function of looking at keywords 

in context (KWIC).  The concordance generates another kind of list in which all 

the occurrences of a keyword are displayed, with the searched keyword in the center 

of the surrounding words or co-text. If we try to look at the occurrence of the most 

frequent word ‘I’ in the context, we can click on the word in the wordlist, which 

would take us to the concordance tab. This can also be done by going to the 

concordance tab and typing the word to be searched in the search bar.  

 

 
 

Figure 9.3 Screenshot of Concordance lines in AntConc for first-person pronoun 

‘I’ in The Tell-Tale Heart 
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Figure 9.3 shows the concordances of the pronoun ‘I’ without showing any patterns 

in which they occur. In order to organize or sort the list, the tool allows the search 

at three levels on the basis of the co-text. Normally the pronouns are usually placed 

at the beginning of a sentence, specifically first-person pronoun ‘I’, occurs as the 

subject of a sentence or clause. It's sorting on the basis of words at the left side 

might not be as useful as a search on the basis of co-text at the right side. The figure 

provided below shows the results after sorting the list according to one word to the 

right.    

 

 
 

Figure 9.4 Screenshot of Concordance lines in AntConc for first-person pronoun 

‘I’ with level 1R in The Tell-Tale Heart 

 

This type of list allows us to seethe pronoun in its context of occurrence. We can 

use these concordance results to uncover various aspects of style. In this case, we 

use it to see the characterization in this short story. The main character, who is also 

the narrator of the story, is projected as someone who suffers from nervousness but 

insists that he is not mad. This is reflected through the following concordance lines: 
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‘TRUE!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am;’  

‘but why will you say that I am mad?’  

‘I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth.’  

‘Iheard many things in hell.’ 

‘How, then, am I mad?’ 

 

He sensitizes the readers about his illness but refuses to admit that it is madness but 

the way he tries to convince them of his sanity leads to further confusion and 

contradiction in what he claims and the way he tries to prove it. In the above 

concordance lines, the readers are already doubtful about his sanity when he claims 

that he hears voices from heaven and hell.  

We can study his character and his sanity through the types of actions he gets 

engaged in. If we look at his physical actions, the concordance lines below tell us 

various things he is seen to be doing. Some of them are linked to the planning of 

murder: 

‘… I turned the latch of his door and opened it—’ 

‘I put in a dark lantern’ 

‘I moved it slowly—very, very slowly’ 

 

This minute planning and detailed description of his actions is projected to show as 

evidence that madmen cannot be that mindful and methodical. But the way he 

commits the murder is an obvious contradiction to the way sane people normally 

behave. The following concordance lines reflect the oddness of his behaviour and 

the repulsion we feel through the actions of the narrator: 

 

‘With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and leaped into the room.’ 

‘In an instant I dragged him to the floor, and pulled the heavy bed over him.’ 

‘First of all I dismembered the corpse.’ 

‘I cut off the head and the arms and the legs.’ 

 

The narrator’s treatment of the old man due to his dislike for his ‘evil’ eye is a 

shock for the readers and unimaginable to be done by someone who is sane. On top 

of it, his reaction after the murder is also amounting to cruelty instead of being 
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remorseful. A part of his sadistic nature is exposed through the following 

concordance lines: 

 

‘I knew what the old man felt, and pitied him, although I chuckled at heart.’ 

‘I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far done.’ 

‘I smiled, for what had I to fear?’ 

No matter how strongly the narrator argues for being sane, the readers are 

convinced of his mental disorder through the way he feels. Some of the following 

concordance lines reflect the trouble in his mind: 

 

‘My head ached, and I fancied a ringing in my ears:’ 

‘But, ere long, I felt myself getting pale and wished them gone.’ 

‘I felt that I must scream or die!’ 

‘I foamed—I raved—I swore!’ 

‘I talked more freely to get rid of the feeling:’ 

‘I talked more fluently, and with a heightened voice.’ 

‘But the beating grew louder, louder! I thought the heart must burst.’ 

‘I found that the noise was not within my ears.’ 

‘I gasped for breath and yet the officers heard it not.’ 

 

These concordance lines reflect his anxiety and unstable mind where he hears 

noises in his ears which others around him are unaware of, which results in him 

growing pale and taking to the verge of mental pressure that he admits his 

wrongdoing in front of the police officers. These lines clearly show that though the 

narrator poses to be very calm, poised and stable in the execution of the murder, his 

mental state is far from being stable which shows itself through the burden he feels 

after killing the old man. He is the only one who hears the noise of the old man’s 

heartbeat is heard by him alone and not others, which shows that he is not in his 

right state of mind. This sound of the heartbeat is crucial for the unravelling of the 

act of murder, and is reflected in the title of the story ‘tell-tale heart’.  

 

After analyzing the character of the narrator, we will now use concordance lines to 

study the character of the old man. For that, we will search the concordance for two 

expressions that are used to mention the old man: ‘old man’ and the pronoun ‘he’. 

Tables 9.5 and 9.6 show the concordances for the words ‘old man’ and ‘he’. 
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Figure 9.5 Screenshot of Concordance lines in AntConc for the ‘old man’ in The 

Tell-Tale Heart 
 

 
Figure 9.6 Screenshot of Concordance lines in AntConc for the third person 

pronoun ‘he’ in The Tell-Tale Heart 
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If we look at the number of concordances hits for the narrator ‘I’ and combined hits 

for the ‘old man’ and ‘he’, the representation of the narrator is far more in the story 

as compared to the presence of the old man. The concordance hits for the narrator 

‘I’ are 124, as compared to the collective concordance of 36 (14 + 22) for the old 

man. This statistical evidence shows that the story is about ‘I’ and not the ‘old man’. 

Secondly, the number and type of concordances also reflect that the narrator keeps 

the information about the old man to a minimum and we as readers are kept in dark 

about who the old man is, what is his relationship with the narrator and the details 

of the motive behind his murder (other than that the narrator ‘loves’ him and hates 

his ‘evil’ eye). The little physical description given of the old man is limited to his 

eye: 

‘…for it was not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye…. He 

had the eye of a vulture a pale blue eye ….’ 

 

The narrator further describes the way he feels about the old man as reflected 

through the following concordance lines, which seems odd as we know how 

brutally he murders him without any obvious motive: 

 

‘I loved the old man. He had never wronged me.’ 

‘He had never given me insult.’ 

 

The old man is not shown doing any actions. The only actions that he is doing are 

reflected through the narrator’s eyes and are limited in nature and scope. Most of 

these actions show his fright on sensing his moments of death are near.   

   

‘…and perhaps he heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly, as if startled.’ 

‘He was still sitting up in the bed listening;…’— 

‘I knew that he had been lying awake ever since the first slight noise,…’ 

‘He had been trying to fancy them [his fears] causeless, …. He had been saying to 

himself “It is nothing but the wind in the chimney – it is only a mouse crossing the 

floor,” … he has been trying to comfort himself with these suppositions; but he had 

found all in vain.’ 

 

The end of the ill-fated old man is in accordance with what the narrator conspired 

against him and we find him lying dead through the eyes of the murderer: 

 

‘Yes, he was stone, stone dead.’ 
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Let us now use another tool to gain qualitative insights into the corpus of the short 

story. The collocates tool allows us to search for the words that are associated with 

or occur together with the search word and help determine the extent of the 

association with the search word in a given corpus. We have noticed through our 

analysis so far that the two symbols of ‘eye’ and ‘heart’ are prevalent and striking 

in the short story. We would now apply the collocates tool on the corpus to search 

the collocates of these two words and through their association with other words, 

would try to analyze and interpret the themes of the short story. The generation of 

collocates is carried out by going to the collocates tab and in the search, bar type 

the required word. The tool helps generate collocates since the already generated 

word list. The figure given below shows the collocates for the word ‘eye’ which is 

sorted because of its statistics. 
 

 
Figure 9.7 Screenshot of Collocates in AntConc for the word ‘eye’ in The Tell-

Tale Heart 
 

In the short story, eye acts as a crucial symbol which becomes responsible for the 

murder of the old man. Traditionally in literature, the eye is used as a symbol to 

represent omniscience and a gateway into the soul. Additionally, it is also used as 

a symbol of light, illuminance, vigilance, intelligence and most importantly truth 

and moral conscience. If we consider the way narrator behaves and thinks, we can 



150 
 

interpret that he seems to run away from his conscience and truth, and that truth is 

that he is a mad person. This symbol of eyes belongs to the old man, which shows 

that the old man, being more sagacious, intelligent and soulful, was probably aware 

of the narrator’s truth. The fear of the narrator from the eye is an outcome of his 

weakness, and therefore he decides to get rid of this symbol of truth and knowledge. 

By looking at the collocates of the word ‘eye’, the word ‘vulture’ is strongly 

associated with ‘eye’. This shows that since it is a source of trouble for the narrator, 

its impact on the narrator is just like a vulture that eats the dead corpse. This 

symbolism of ‘eye’ and ‘vulture’ (and their association) also shows that the narrator 

is already dead (maybe morally, or in other words soulless), and is feeling like a 

dead corpse which is at the verge of extinction due to the vulture circling around 

him. The other significant collocate is ‘wide’ which reflects the span of the eye that 

is wide and has an insight into the nature of the narrator. The other collates ‘vexed’ 

and ‘trouble’ point to the condition of the narrator who is constantly troubled with 

the eye. The following table shows the collocates for the word ‘heart’.  
 

 
Figure 9.8 Screenshot of Collocates in AntConc for the word ‘heart’ in The Tell-

Tale Heart 
 

The word ‘heart’ strongly collocates with the words ‘tell’ and ‘tale’ as in the title, 

which reflects on the theme of the story that how the heart sound of the dead old 

man troubles the narrator and becomes responsible for the admittance of the crime 
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by the narrator. Similarly, if we look at the nature of the words and their semantic 

field that collocate with ‘heart’, we come to know that they hint at something 

troubling, sinister and not normal: ‘muffled’, ‘hellish’, ‘dreadfully’, ‘burst’, 

‘nervous’, ‘beating’, and ‘louder’. All these words show the abnormal beating of 

the heart and similarly growing nervousness and trouble for the narrator. Since the 

symbols of ‘eye’ and ‘heart’ are very dominant in the story, we can say that the 

‘heart’ in this story acts as a guard to the ‘eye’, and when the eye is threatened, the 

heart makes all efforts of rescue it by giving warning signals to the killer. 

Ultimately, the sound of the heart of the old man keeps on resonating in the ears of 

the narrator and wins over the battle by its continuous drumming. It compels the 

narrator to confess his act of murder.      

 

9.4  CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has discussed the utility of various tools of corpus stylistics for 

analyzing style. The use of corpus techniques for the analysis of a literary text 

enables a systematic approach towards a text to uncover the relationship between 

form and function. It helps to verify our intuition about various aspects of authorial 

style such as theme, characterization, point of view or any other pattern/s peculiar 

to a particular literary work/s. It can however be said that corpus methodology is 

not a sole indicator of the relationship between form and function but adds another 

perspective on a text as a contribution to the analysis of style. The corpus 

methodologies can aid interpretation through tools such as word list, keyword list, 

concordances and collocates, but it cannot replace the intuition and judgement of a 

stylistician. In order to have a sound analysis, the stylisticians are required to use 

their judgement to decide on which tool to use, and for what purpose. The choice 

may depend on the research goals and theoretical perspectives in particular 

research. The analysis in this unit relied on AntConc software, however, the 

researchers of style are encouraged to apply other software and tools to fulfil 

appropriate purposes of their research.    

 

EXERCISE 

 
1.  What is a corpus? How can corpus stylistics help uncover the relationship 

between form and meaning in the literary world? Discuss in the light of the 

goals of corpus stylistics.    

2.  Choose a short literary text and apply the tools of the word list and keyword 

list to uncover any salient aspect of style to aid its literary interpretation.   

3.  Choose a short literary text and apply the tools of concordances and collocates 

to uncover any salient aspect of style to aid its literary interpretation.   
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