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Abstract

The present article argues that stylistics as a discipline has made little progress over the past 
decades, and that one major reason for this is a severe lack of methodological consciousness 
(and knowledge). This demands the formulation of quite explicit hypotheses, opening the 
possibility of independent data analysis, often also opening new perspectives on unforeseen 
aspects of a problem. In doing so a point is reached where statistics becomes unavoidable for 
the analysis. Two kinds of statistics are needed: descriptive statistics (to detect patterns in the 
data, patterns that our daily intuitions are unable to uncover), and more importantly, inference 
statistics (to estimate in how far one can generalize one’s findings). Examples are given to 
show results that are reliable, interesting and unexpected. They show us which of our intuitions 
are right and which ones are not. In other words: they inform us about what we are and how 
we function as human beings.
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Let me begin our journey1 for scientific methods in stylistics with a rather pugnacious 
quote from a literary scholar:

People agree that the academic field of literary studies is in trouble. It seems that literary 
scholars are to be the laughingstocks of the academic world (…) We are savagely parodied in 
academic novels, humiliated by hoaxers, and held up to ridicule by satirical journalists (…) 
This is all revenge for our perceived pretentiousness, for the impenetrability of our verbiage, 
for our unearned moral vanity, and for our apparent contempt for reality. (Gottschall, 2008, p. 1)

I agree. Maybe you don’t, but then you may be out of touch with reality. Certainly in 
Western countries the study of literature (in most—if not all—of its academic varieties) 
has lost significantly in prestige and has indeed be the laughing stock to journalists 
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and the public at large. Surely, the discipline of stylistics has not been singled out in 
these parodies and attacks, but that is because nobody outside academia has ever heard 
of stylistics. This is in sharp contrast to the self-laudatory praises that participants at 
stylistics conferences compliment each other with. Frankly, I have never heard such praise 
from someone outside the discipline. Maybe it is time for some humility?

If you would ask me whether stylistics nowadays has made advances I must confess—
after	having	been	in	the	field	for	over	30	years—that	my	answer	is	an	unabashed	“no”—
or‚ “hardly” maybe in some areas. Surely, some of us produce better analyses than 30 
years ago, but that is mainly because of the accumulation of professional expertise over 
the	years.	To	the	beginning	stylistician,	the	field	is	as	esoteric	and	as	poorly	equipped	as	
ever. I mean that we are no more certain of the correctness of our analyses than we were a 
generation ago. 

But aren’t we advancing then at all? Look at the models that are now developed in 
cognitive poetics and cognitive stylistics? Aren’t these an improvement over older models? 
Again my answer would be in the negative: we are doing things differently, not ‘better’ in 
any sense. We are dealing here with mere fashions, and we deceive ourselves into thinking 
that these different ways of doing things are an advancement. Take something like the 
whole fad about ‘blending’. Many stylisticians think this is the future and that the approach 
is going to stay with us. In my opinion one may rest assured that in 10 years’ time the 
blending fashion will be overtaken by yet another one. And one we will then again blind 
ourselves into believing will change stylistics for ever. And so on. We seem to be unable 
to overcome older models by integrating them into newer ones. We are caught in circles of 
fashionable changes that trick us into self-deception. Nobody in the outside world seems to 
believe	that	these	changes	are	in	any	way	meaningful	from	a	scientific	point	of	view:	how	
often are stylisticians quoted in the works of linguists—let alone psychologists or cognitive 
scientists?? And since they aren’t, we must compliment each other perennially on how 
great we are as a discipline in our publications and at our conferences. But smugness has 
its limits. Maybe it is time for some humility.

My proposal in this article is that we are not making progress in our field (which is 
not the same as changing fashions) because of a fundamental lack of methodological 
consciousness. Basically, we are still in the position that mediaeval scholars were in: we are 
just repeating the views of some who carry more institutional weight in the area, and are 
then endlessly arguing around these views, as monks did in the Middle Ages. Francis Bacon 
has a nice story illuminating what goes on when he describes (in his Novum Organon) 
how Aristotle’s notion that females had two teeth less than males. When one of the monks 
proposed that we just ask some men and women to open their mouths so that we could count 
for ourselves, they gave him a sound beating/thrashing at the hands of the other monks. We 
do not beat each other up any more over arguments, but most of what goes on in stylistics, 
I argue, is based on ‘received ideas’ (mostly initiated by some and then endlessly reiterated 
until	the	next	fashion	comes	on),	not	on	firm	independent	and	replicable	knowledge.

I would like to remark at this point that this does not mean that stylistics is a 

Scientific	Methods	for	Stylistics



153

Willie van Peer

senseless enterprise. A good deal of work in this area has a certain interest in itself: it 
can illuminate us in terms of thematic material and its structure, it can throw light on 
linguistic	features	that	one	would	not	notice	at	first	sight,	or	it	can	heighten	our	sensitivity	
for certain ‘hidden’ meanings in the text. But all that rests very much on literary intuition, 
on subjective insight and on speculative guesses, not on hard (which basically means—
among other things—independently replicable) evidence. We may engage in interesting 
and enlightening conversation about stylistic features of a literary text. But it is not a 
scientific	endeavor,	and	hence	will	not	lead	to	progress	in	a	scientific	sense.	This	makes	
stylistics (contrary to what most stylisticians believe and assert) not so very different from 
literary criticism (see the contribution of Geoff Hall in this issue.) I have nothing better to 
say about literary criticism than what I just said about stylistics: that it rests on intuition, 
subjectivity	and	speculation.	But	the	‘war’	(or	skirmishes)	that	stylistics	has	been	fighting	
with literary criticism may be rather illusionary. The self-complimentary attitude of most 
stylisticians that they do ‘scientific’ work of a much more advanced and well-founded 
nature seems to me to be (again) some kind of self-delusion. In order to validate such a 
claim, stylistics would need to have a methodology. It has none. To put the matter in a 
clearer perspective, I would like to reiterate what I once said about such methodology:

QUOTE FROM ‘JUSTICE IN PERSPECTIVE’

Do we have such standards to judge what is right and wrong in stylistics? Apart from 
trivial issues, I would say: ‘hardly’. And as long as we do not, we do not have a developed 
methodology, and will not be able to make progress—and are condemned to run around 
in circles, introducing ever new views that do not advance our understanding other than 
that we focus on different aspects of literary texts, while the older approaches are largely 
forgotten, if not disqualified: think of the vehement rejection of Formalism nowadays. 
But one should not forget that some 40 years ago almost everyone was wildly enthusiastic 
about formalist analyses!

In a sense, this is paradoxical. Because compared with nature, culture is millions 
of times more complicated. So one would expect that students in the humanities would 
receive a thorough training in methodological issues. They hardly don’t—and what goes 
under the name of methodology is often not more than how to refer to or quote authors, 
how to adhere to a particular style sheet, how to compose a bibliography. It is, on the 
contrary, the natural scientists who get a more methodological training. Humanities 
scholars seem to think that they can easily dispense with things like logic, parsimony, or 
statistical reasoning.

Until recently, there may have been an excuse of sorts that there were no introductions 
to methodology for the humanities. It was precisely because of this shortcoming that two 
colleagues and I myself have devoted a good part of our professional lives to developing 
such a handbook (see van Peer, Hakemulder, & Zyngier, 2012). In it, the student learns 
to	carry	out	research	in	a	scientific	sense	step	by	step,	in	a	language	that	is	as	much	free	
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of jargon as is possible, with scores of examples from the literature, in a hands-on way, 
including numerous exercises for self study and simulation on a DOI (to be found on the 
website of the publishers). In other words, the old excuse that one doesn’t know how to 
train stylistics (or humanities) students in matters of scientific methodology no longer 
holds.

Let me now give an example to show how such methodology may work. In a very 
famous	essay,	Viktor	Shklovsky,	one	of	the	towering	figures	of	Russian	Formalism,	wrote:

And art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists to make one feel things, 
to make the stone stony. The purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are 
perceived and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar”, to 
make	forms	difficult,	to	increase	the	difficulty	and	length	of	perception	because	the	process	of	
perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged. (Shklovsky, 1965, p. 12)

This is, as one can see, some kind of anthropological statement about the function of 
art and literature (Shklovsky treats both of them side by side and makes no distinction 
between their functions), but it also has serious repercussions for stylistics. It means no 
less than that literary authors must have recourse to special techniques that make objects 
(the language, the text, etc.) ‘unfamiliar’. In 1917 this was quite a bold hypothesis and 
Shklovsky doesn’t have, nor anyone at the time has, the possibility of testing the claim. 
Since then, stylisticians have quoted this passage from Shklovsky’s essay time and again 
in publications, lectures and seminars, but they have let it stand as such—or criticized it by 
means of some sophistry. This is another clear sign of a lack of our subject’s methodology: 
not answering critique of your work—compare that with the natural sciences! The reason 
is simple: because Culler is a ‘star’ and in the humanities stars are there to be imitated, not 
criticized: how much more medieval can one get?)

Yet nowadays there are methods available to test Shklovsky’s claim. To this end, 
readers were presented with a ‘poem’ in a line by line fashion in several reading 
experiments (involving altogether 597 participants in 16 different situations, including 10 
different nations, some of which spoke non-European languages, such as Finland, Tunisia, 
Egypt and China). 

I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you not
I love you notwithstanding
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Readers were requested to judge the beauty of the poem as it unfolded line by line, on an 
11-point scale, going from -5 (for absolutely ugly), via 0 (indifferent) to +5 (absolutely 
beautiful).	No	definition	was	given	what	was	to	be	understood	under	the	notion	of	‘beauty’,	
but participants were encouraged to apply their own private (or cultural) notions of the 
notion,	and	to	do	so	spontaneously.	(Note	that	leaving	the	definition	of	the	concept	open	
works against our hypothesis: one may safely assume that ‘beauty’ has different meanings 
and connotations for different cultures and individuals.) As you can see in the poem, it 
is being made up in such a way that a certain monotonous pattern is built up, to which 
the readers will get used—leading to ever lower estimates of beauty. But line 9 is all of a 
sudden ‘unfamiliar’ in that it text-internally deviates from the previous text. If Shklovsky 
is right in his quote above, readers should react in an aesthetic way, hence finding the 
‘unfamiliar’ line more beautiful than the previous lines, with which they have been made 
more than familiar. What emerges from these reading experiments is an overall result that 
is represented in the following line graph:

 

As can be seen, reader reactions confirm the prediction derived from Shklovsky’s 
hypothesis. One can also apply statistics here to see how probable the difference between 
readers’	reactions	to	the	first	8	lines	as	compared	with	the	9th	line	is.	The	results	(of	a	
Friedman’s two-way analysis of variance) show that the results are highly significant 
statistically: the probability that the difference in reaction to line 9 is caused by pure 
chance is less than one in thousand (p < .000)! Hence we have here a clear instance of 
some	(albeit	small)	scientific	process:	 the	proposal	by	Shklovsky	about	the	working	of	
‘unfamiliar’ techniques in literature is confirmed overwhelmingly by readers from 10 
countries, some of them linguistically and culturally not related.

It must be added, though, that next to this general compliance with the theory, the data 
at the same time also show considerable variation among cultures. As the following bar 
chart shows, the differences are often quite conspicuous:
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As can be seen in the graph, some of the differences are quite surprising. Not only is the 
appreciation of line 1 of the poem much higher in the Ukrainian group, the reactions to 
this line by the Brazilian and German are almost identical, although they are nations on 
different continents, while the pattern for Ukraine, which intuitively one would expect to 
be closer to Germany, deviates from the German pattern considerably. And the Ukrainian 
reaction to line 9 is much closer to the Brazilian response than it is to the German. These 
are only a few of the many unexpected results encountered in the data. This is in itself 
already	an	enormous	advantage	of	scientific	methods	over	traditional	and	contemporary	
stylistics alike: that one runs into results that one could not in any way have foreseen on 
the basis of one’s general or stylistic intuitions. Such unexpected results open avenues for 
new research, not to keep ourselves amused, of course, but because they show us that (and 
where) our intuitions are untrustworthy and demand further investigation. Such issues 
hardly	ever	come	up	in	stylistics	as	it	is	presently	practiced:	there	results	always	confirm	
the	intuitions	of	the	researcher.	If	only	the	world	were	that	simple….	Scientific	research	
teaches us that our intuitions are untrustworthy: they may be right, but they may also be 
wrong. Real research consists in separating the two.

In general, however, despite inter-cultural differences, the overall response in most 
cultures	confirms	precisely	the	predictions	contained	in	Shklovsky’s	quote	while	at	 the	
same time showing cultural variations and some results, though still conforming to the 
overall pattern, are unexpected to a degree so they demand further inquiry. Thus this kind 
of research is not involved in fashionable changes but can build on the results obtained 
to gauge deeper into hitherto unsuspected aspects of the theory that would not have been 
possible if one had not applied a rigorous methodology.

Another such unexpected example comes from the results of the same reading 
experiment at the 4th international conference of the Chinese Stylistics Association at 
Soochow University in Souzhou, held 25 – 26 October 2012. The responses of some 60 
participants	are	summarized	in	the	following	figure:
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As can be seen in this line graph, the overall pattern of ‘familiarity’ vs. ‘unfamiliarity’ 
creating a sense of beauty is still there, in that the line jumps up dramatically after lines 
6 through 8, but there is quite a ‘bump’ upwards for lines 3 through 5 that has not been 
observed in any of the other countries. Is this a coincidence, or is it typical for Chinese 
scholars in stylistics, or does it have to do with Chinese culture? The search of answers is 
open.

As a second example I would like to present a piece of research I carried out a number 
of years ago:

the very exposure (…) to a character’s point of view—his thoughts, emotions, experience—
tends	to	establish	an	identification	with	that	character,	and	an	alignment	with	his	value	picture.	
(Leech & Short, 1981, p. 275)

Intuitively, this sounds plausible, but it remains a hypothesis. Is it really the case that real 
readers react in this way? To test this, readers were randomly allocated to one of three 
versions of a story by the Austrian author Rainer Brombach (in a Dutch translation, as 
the readers were 17-year-old youngsters in the Netherlands; I here present an English 
translation) about a quarrel that breaks out between a husband and wife. The original 
story is written in a rather neutral tone, but we made two manipulated versions of it, one 
in which we added (rather antagonistic) internal focalizations by the wife and another 
in which we had added similar internal focalizations by the husband. Thus for instance, 
in the ‘female’ version we added the sentence in italics, which was not in the original 
version:

It is evening. Ted Jones, factory worker, is sitting in front of the television set, watching the 
sports	events,	while	his	wife,	Liz,	has	just	finished	washing	up	in	the	kitchen.	
“Turn down the volume,” she says, “I want to talk to you.”

Willie van Peer



158

“Can’t he ever think of that himself?” she thinks.
Ted does as is asked.

In the male version a similar internal focalization for the male protagonist was inserted at 
exactly the same text location:

 
“Can’t she ever leave me alone?” he thinks.

The three versions (female, male, neutral) were thus highly comparable, except, of course, 
that the two manipulated versions were slightly longer than the original, neutral version.

In order to test the assumptions contained in the above quotation by Leech and Short, 
we asked the readers to judge how ‘just’, and also how ‘considerate,’ they found each of 
the protagonists. If the hypothesis by Leech and Short is correct, readers who had read the 
version with the female internal focalizations should judge the female protagonist more 
‘just’ and ‘considerate’ than the male character. And vice versa: readers who had read 
the version with the male internal focalizations should be more positive about the male 
figure	in	the	story.	And	indeed,	generally	this	was	indeed	the	case,	so	that	we	have	here	an	
empirical corroboration of the hypothesis advanced by Leech and Short. However, there 
were two major problems. First, responses to the ‘considerate’ rating were identical for the 
female protagonist, regardless of which versions readers had read. This is not in accordance 
with what is generally assumed about internal focalization. Secondly, and perhaps more 
troubling, was the fact that in this condition (judging how ‘considerate’ each person was), 
both protagonists are judged more positively by those readers who had read the neutral 
(original) version, which contained no internal focalizations. And this was the case too for 
the female protagonist in the ‘just’ condition, while there the male protagonist was judged 
as ‘just’ in the neutral version as in the ‘male’ version. This is hard to bring into accordance 
with	what	one	finds	in	the	literature	on	internal	focalization.	If	indeed	internal	focalization	
brings about an alignment with the character’s value system on the part of readers, one 
would expect them to rate those characters as somewhere in between the ‘male’ and 
‘female’ versions’ judgments if they had been exposed to the neutral version. This was 
not the case at all, throwing some shadow over the theoretical assumptions about internal 
focalization one encounters in stylistics. Here we are confronted with yet another example 
of	how	scientifically	oriented	research	(i.e.,	research	that	is	methodologically	controlled)	
generates unforeseen problems which need to be further investigated to make the theory 
failsafe—which in its current formulation it is not.

In this article I have argued that stylistics as a discipline has made little progress over 
the past decades, and that one major reason for this is a severe lack of methodological 
consciousness (and knowledge). There are notable exceptions, certainly, such as Emmott 
(2012), Miall (2006), Steen (1993), van Peer (1986), authors who undoubtedly should be 
considered	stylisticians,	unfortunately	a	rather	short	list	compared	with	a	list	of	scientific	
research on stylistic features carried out by non-stylisticians, for instance by Bortolussi & 
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Dixon (2003), Claassen (2012), Gerrig (1993), Gibbs (1994), Martindale (1990), Oatley 
(2011, 2012), Sklar (2012), Tsur (2012), Zwaan (1993). 

The previous illustrations are based on some premises: quite explicit hypotheses were 
formulated, which opened new perspectives in the analysis of the data, but also opened up 
unforeseen aspects of the problem. The method is also predicated on the starting point that 
independent data have to be collected and analyzed. In doing so a point is reached where 
statistics becomes unavoidable for the analysis. Two kinds of statistics are needed. First of 
all, one needs descriptive statistics (averages, standard deviations, and the like). These we 
need to detect patterns in the data, patterns that our daily intuitions are unable to uncover. 
(One may add here that Humanities people immensely over-estimate the power of their 
intuitions.) Secondly, and more importantly, one needs inference statistics. One needs 
these	to	know	in	how	far	one	can	generalize	one’s	findings.	Without	such	generalization	
there is no science, and hence no progress.

The previous examples have shown that a scientific study of culture shows results 
that are reliable, interesting and unexpected. They show us which of our intuitions are 
right and which ones are not. In other words, they inform us about what we are and how 
we	function	as	human	beings.	So:	a	scientific	study	of	stylistics	is	possible.	A	scientific	
study of stylistics is necessary. A scientific study of stylistics is enriching. Let us start 
developing it!

Note
1 I have tried to preserve the character of the oral presentation at the conference, and therefore 

kept the style informal and the notes to a minimum.
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