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Language and literary studies have studied style for centuries, and even since the advent of 

›stylistics‹ as a discipline at the beginning of the twentieth century, definitions of ›style‹ have 

varied heavily across time, space and fields. Today, with increasingly large collections of 

literary texts being made available in digital form, computational approaches to literary style 

are proliferating. New methods from disciplines such as corpus linguistics and computer 

science are being adopted and adapted in interrelated fields such as computational stylistics and 

corpus stylistics, and are facilitating new approaches to literary style. 

The relation between definitions of style in established linguistic or literary stylistics, and 

definitions of style in computational or corpus stylistics has not, however, been systematically 

assessed. This contribution aims to respond to the need to redefine style in the light of this new 

situation and to establish a clearer perception of both the overlap and the boundaries between 

›mainstream‹ and ›computational‹ and/or ›empirical‹ literary stylistics. While stylistic studies 

of non-literary texts are currently flourishing, our contribution deliberately centers on those 

approaches relevant to ›literary stylistics‹. It concludes by proposing an operational definition 

of style that we hope can act as a common ground for diverse approaches to literary style, 

fostering transdisciplinary research. 

The focus of this contribution is on literary style in linguistics and literary studies (rather than 

in art history, musicology or fashion), on textual aspects of style (rather than production- or 

reception-oriented theories of style), and on a descriptive perspective (rather than a prescriptive 

or didactic one). Even within these limits, however, it appears necessary to build on a broad 

understanding of the various perspectives on style that have been adopted at different times and 

in different traditions. For this reason, the contribution first traces the development of the notion 

of style in three different traditions, those of German, Dutch and French language and literary 

studies. Despite the numerous links between each other, and between each of them to the British 

and American traditions, these three traditions each have their proper dynamics, especially with 

regard to the convergence and/or confrontation between mainstream and computational 

stylistics. For reasons of space and coherence, the contribution is limited to theoretical 

developments occurring since 1945. 

The contribution begins by briefly outlining the range of definitions of style that can be 

encountered across traditions today: style as revealing a higher-order aesthetic value, as the 

holistic ›gestalt‹ of single texts, as an expression of the individuality of an author, as an artifact 

presupposing choice among alternatives, as a deviation from a norm or reference, or as any 

formal property of a text. The contribution then traces the development of definitions of style 

in each of the three traditions mentioned, with the aim of giving a concise account of how, in 

each tradition, definitions of style have evolved over time, with special regard to the way such 

definitions relate to empirical, quantitative or otherwise computational approaches to style in 

literary texts. It will become apparent how, in each of the three traditions, foundational texts 

continue to influence current discussions on literary style, but also how stylistics has 

continuously reacted to broader developments in cultural and literary theory, and how 
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empirical, quantitative or computational approaches have long ­existed, usually in parallel to or 

at the margins of mainstream stylistics. The review will also reflect the lines of discussion 

around style as a property of literary texts – or of any textual entity in general. 

The perspective on three stylistic traditions is accompanied by a more systematic perspective. 

The rationale is to work towards a common ground for literary scholars and linguists when 

talking about (literary) style, across traditions of stylistics, with respect for established 

definitions of style, but also in light of the digital paradigm. Here, we first show to what extent, 

at similar or different moments in time, the three traditions have developed comparable 

positions on style, and which definitions out of the range of possible definitions have been 

proposed or promoted by which authors in each of the three traditions. 

On the basis of this synthesis, we then conclude by proposing an operational definition of style 

that is an attempt to provide a common ground for both mainstream and computational literary 

stylistics. This definition is discussed in some detail in order to explain not only what is meant 

by each term in the definition, but also how it relates to computational analyses of style – and 

how this definition aims to avoid some of the pitfalls that can be perceived in earlier definitions 

of style. Our definition, we hope, will be put to use by a new generation of computational, 

quantitative, and empirical studies of style in literary texts. 
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