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What is Stylistics?
It can be thought that establishing a clear and concise definition of the term ‘stylistics’ has been an often challenging and complex task for scholars. This may be due to the number of relationships that stylistics shares with other elements of language (such as pragmatics) and linguistics, or simply due to disagreements amongst academics. It is therefore the aim of this paper to seek a clear definition of what stylistics is, whilst pointing out the complexity and appeal of studying the field.
The dense, complicated nature of stylistics has been criticised by theorists such as Lecercle (1993: 14, cited by Simpson, 2004: 2). Lecercle argued that stylistics was a misunderstood field and that interest would wane by the twentieth century. Conversely however, Simpson states that the fact that the subject remains popular with university courses worldwide is proof of the continued appreciation of stylistics. In addition, Simpson states that linguistics is being increasingly interwoven with both cultural and sociological studies and sub-disciplines (ibid). 
In particular, Simpson (ibid: 1-2) believes that stylistics is concerned with the choice of language and their effects upon a reader. He says that: “The various forms, patterns and levels that constitute linguistic structure are an important index of the function of the text”. There is a focus upon both deviation (language usage differing from everyday usage, such as the use of neologism) and that which is not deviant and thus equally stands out to the reader. Linguistic choices such as grammar and style, including the use of clauses and adjuncts (Simpson, ibid: 9-11), do not directly provide us with an exact explanation of the meaning of a text, but nevertheless aid to provide us with possible suggestions and therefore a method of reading a text (ibid: 2). 
Traditionally, stylisticians used stylistics to offer an interpretation (or alternative reading) of poetry. However, the focus of stylistic analysis has changed over time, as other popular forms of writing (particularly the novel) have developed. Simpson (ibid: 2) says that: “The preferred object of study in stylistics is literature, whether that be institutionally sanctioned ‘Literature’ as high art or more popular “noncanonical’ forms of writing” (sometimes referred to as ‘pulp fiction’).Equally, Simpson (ibid: 3) cautions against the common assumption that stylistics is predominantly, or even solely, connected with our common classifications of ‘literature’. As he points out, the media can utilise language to create a powerful and ideological message to its audience. “Many forms of discourse (advertising, journalism, popular music – even casual conversation)”, he says, “often display a high degree of stylistic dexterity, such that it would be wrong to view dexterity in language use as exclusive to canonical literature” (ibid: 3). 
Simpson stresses that stylistic analysis is not simply about comprehending or interpreting a text but that it also aims to understand how language construction in texts and the function of linguistic devices contributes to our appreciation and enjoyment of texts (ibid: 3). Consequentially, he explains, “the question ‘What can stylistics tell us about literature?’ is always paralleled by an equally important question: ‘What can stylistics tell us about language?’”
Even so, as Fish (1979: 129-30) argues, stylistic analysis is not without its problems. One of his main points is that: “Stylistic analysis is of two kinds, but those who practice the art do not distinguish between them, even though the assumptions underlying them are contradictory”. Secondly, Fish believes that: “One kind of stylistics is incoherent, even in its own terms; the other is coherent on its own terms, but they are not terms which the stylisticians can comfortably acknowledge, because to acknowledge them would be to admit that the goals of stylistics – an objective account of form and meaning – is an impossible one”. 
Whether one supports these claims or not, the greatest defence for stylistics can perhaps be seen in Simpson’s (ibid: 3) view that: “To do stylistics is to explore language, and, more specifically, to explore creativity in language use”.  One must remember that great literature, or ‘art’, is written for pleasure, and, equally important, to engage our minds. Great literature makes us question what we read – encouraging the reader to become active, rather than passive.
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