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Stanley Fish’s Affective Stylistics:
Theory and Practice

Sami Mohammed Mosa Ababneh *
Sameeh Ahmad Mohammad Miqgdadi **

Abstract

The American critic Stanley Fish insists that the meaning of a text comes from the
experience produced by the reader and, thus, he argues that the power of interpretation is
in the reader’s hands. Accordingly, since the early 1970s, Fish has called for more attention
on the emotional aspect of stylistics, which he labels as “Affective Stylistics“.The research
problem of this paper lies in presenting a method of stylistic reading through which some
problematic texts and poetic experiences can be analyzed. It does so by presenting to
Arab critics “emotional stylistics” and its potential analysis.

This paper aims to highlight the concept of “affective stylistics” as well as the
influences that guided Fish’s thinking in this regard. This includes understanding his view
of New Criticism and his opposition to it, the effect that phenomenological philosophy
had on his thought, and the kind of reading that Fish calls for, in theory and application.
This discussion will be supported by an analysis of a sample of Al-Mutanabbi’s poetry,
based on the concepts established by such an approach in stylistics.The study relies
on inductive reasoning, by attempting to gain insight into the theoretical foundations of
Affective Stylistics, in addition to analyzing a poetic sample by drawing on emotional
stylistics in order to highlight its theoretical and practical aspects.

This inquiry has concluded that emotional stylistics seeks to analyze the evolving
responses of the reader during his/her reading of the words, as they unfold, and pays
attention to the effect resulting from reading words-in-text rather than their meaning,
since for Fish, the text works against what it means. Adopting Fish’s Affective Stylistics
to analyze Al-Mutanabbi’s poetry has shown the applicability of this approach, and so,
the study recommends utilizing this stylistic trend in reading texts and in reading old and
modern Arabic poetry models.
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