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Toward A Definition Of Style

When preparing your first papers and studying for your midterm examination, consider some of these points we have made in class. 
We said that journalism is the Literature of Eyewitness. The class agreed that most of us as readers expect journalists to be Objective, Balanced, and Credible.

We also said that Style is a Projection of the Writer’s Personality created by choices the writer makes, even down to and including separate words. One can be “inebriated” or “stoned”; the phenomenon is the same, but the level of diction has changed. The alert student sees the paradox for the literary journalist, one that forms the core of our analysis of every reading this semester. 

If style is the projection of the writer’s personality, and if a writer creates style even by as simple an act as choosing words and subject matter, how can a journalist strive for credibility, balance, and objectivity and still use language that is stylish? Further, should a writer be devoted to credibility, balance, and objectivity? or should a writer be true to him or herself and allow personality to dominate the prose?
One solution has it that it is  OK for journalists to announce a prejudice and go forward, but isn’t that a little like the warning label on cigarettes? 

Since writers make choices—as students of style, our job is Analysis (not judgment) of a writer’s style to note what choices the writer made and why. Analysis means taking apart a large thing into smaller, manageable pieces.  In other words, if you make a large general statement, you are obliged to “prove it” with an example at a lower level of generalization. Since we are talking about a writer’s style, that example ought to be from the text.
How can we determine why a writer made the choices s/he made? Before we can look at the language, choice of metaphors, use of allusions, kinds of dialogue, level of diction, or other stylistic choices, we can start with the context of the writer’s life—when and where the writer was when s/he wrote. Was she young? old? part of a political movement? an ideologue, an observer or a participant? What was historically happening at the time he journalist wrote? Do you, a student of journalistic style, understand the issues of the time? After all, it isn’t mature or fair to judge a writer who wrote 150 years ago for not being “modern” with the language. Instead, it’s our responsibility to educate ourselves to the language of the time. Similarly, if we do not understand the history of a period, it is senseless to come to a judgment about the choices a writer may have made if we ourselves know little or nothing about the how people lived, what they were passionate about, what they hoped for and what they feared at that time and in that place. We are obliged to know a writer’s historical context and how that fixed his/her purposes as a writer before we discuss  HOW they wrote. 

For analysis ask:

· What kind of subject has the writer chosen?

· To what extent do the demands of the audience at that time influence the writer’s style? For example: Should sports writers and political journalists use the same level of diction? (Compare the purposes of John Reed to Grantland Rice.)

· How does an investigative report call for a different kind of writing than a “fly-on-the wall” report? 

· Is there a cultural or social component that is significant to the writer’s style? (Is Gloria Steinem reporting or is she on a crusade? Is that OK or is it not?)

· What are the writer’s aims? Are those aims legitimate journalism? 
· How does the answer to that last question affect credibility?

That last question raises complicated issues. The writer’s Purposes are generally to entertain, inform, provoke or persuade. Journalists always have the purpose to inform, but they also may have other goals in mind. Cannon’s purpose is to inform by giving us “a life,” but Rice’s purpose is to inform us by making vivid a three-hour event, “mere” football game he elevates to the level of Biblical proportions. Westbrook Pegler in his Esquire piece, “Are Wrestlers People?” has a purpose to entertain as well as inform, and he chooses to do so with heavy-handed irony and sarcasm. If understand that writers make choices, right down to the diction (words), then we agree that if a writer chooses to describe wrestlers as “great hairy lumps of flesh,” and then compares them to fishworms, and then apologizes to the fishworms, he must have a purpose beyond reportage. Let’s call this technique irony. There are several kinds of irony, but in this piece, Pegler uses the sort where he writes one thing and, in fact, expects the reader to understand another. Think: why not write, “Wrestling is dumb,” and be done with it? Well, the guy has more style than that.

When preparing a paper or a report, with answers to these large questions, a student may intelligently look closely at the language. Some writers as a matter of stylistic philosophy will or won’t use metaphor or allusion or other figures of speech. Does the writer at hand seem devoted to a certain kind of style, or is the writer trying for prose that is “transparent”? Think of Grantland Rice’s use of Biblical allusion for Notre Dame and an audience that was only beginning to obtain its news from radio, and compare that to Martha Gellhorn’s  flat rendition of facts—her use of understatement. The alert student will realize that understated prose which attempts to seem transparent is, in fact, a stylistic choice, an art that depends as much on language as it does the choice of what to report. Understated prose inevitably omits description of some phenomena.
Tone: We’ve defined tone as the writer’s attitude toward the subject/work. In some writers’ work, tone is very apparent as sarcasm or anger or hope. Charged words/phrases/devices reveal the writer’s tone — the alert student notices the unusual figure of speech, the vivid verb, or the sudden, extended paragraph describing a seemingly insignificant detail that because of the description is elevated to being crucial. Comparing wrestlers to worms is different from comparing a people to mythical, Biblical horsemen—one choice reveal a tone of irony and sarcasm, the other of heroic worship.  

When writing your analysis, be open-minded and take a chance or two. Be willing to go out on a critical limb is a good thing; just be sure you can point to the text or your research to substantiate any claim. As long as you can do that, you cannot go far wrong.
Here’s some samples of what kinds of things a student might be able to say:
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Looking at Grantland Rice’s story from the 1920’s about an Army vs. Notre Dame football game, we see that Rice himself is the primary source, the eyewitness. Rice, however, goes beyond mere “reporting” of the score (13-7) to create one of the enduring metaphors of all sports writing, describing Notre Dames’ backfield as The Four Horseman of the Apocalypse. Since one of his purposes is to enable his reader to “see,” Rice uses an allusive metaphor. A metaphor is a figure of speech that suggests a comparison by direct assertion. “This is a that.” (Compare to a simile: “This is like a that.”). An allusion is a reference to something exterior to the moment or work at hand. The Four Horsemen are God’s harbingers of the end of the world, as described in the Book of Revelations in the New Testament (the woodcut was made by Albercht Durer in 1498.) This is risky style and calls for a confident writer. What if the readers don’t get it?  Is the risk worth it? After all, Rice could have written, “Notre Dame’s backfield did a great job today.”

Jimmy Cannon’s “Club Boxer,” published in 1948, is a narrative that uses scenes—a technique of fiction that always suggests sensory data and, in Cannon’s case, dialogue, which are of course, sounds. A Narrative is any story that takes place in time: another way of saying the same thing is that a narrative is a story that has a beginning and an end. Thus, an essay on the nature of social justice is not likely to be a narrative, but the tale of how your Great Aunt Tilly came to America seeking social justice might be. Some writers have an abstract style; some concrete. We will leave it to the student to determine which is superior.
Cannon writes in a literary style: he uses dialogue and characterization, and, in his case, the writer is in the story making judgments. Scenes are specific events in a specific time and place. The writing is made vivid by reliance on sensory data, notably sight and hearing, the latter usually in the form of dialogue. The reader isn’t “told”— the reader enjoys the illusion of being there. This is, of course, the stuff of fiction: students interested in trying such writing might someday enroll in ENG 313, Literary Journalism, or ENG 300, Creative Writing  (this has been a paid advertisement.) 
Cannon plainly learned his craft by reading Ernest Hemingway: interested students may want to compare the rhythms of the dialogue in “Club Fighter” to the dialogue in “Soldier’s Home,” a short story by the Nobel Prize winning novelist. Notice how the presentation of scenes enhances Cannon’s credibility. He makes few judgments, but his use of understatement ad selection of detail forces the judgments he wants to be made by the reader. His style seduces the reader into being his ally, a participant in how his writing makes meaning. In the first scene of the piece, Cannon reports a conversation with a man he concludes is a phony about boxing because the man uses the wrong language—the inescapable conclusion of that scene for the reader is that Cannon must be an expert. By showing he can “walk the walk and talk the talk,” we trust Cannon’s insights to boxing and we are sure he is an insider. 
Compare that to how Hemingway writes about bullfighting, or fishing, or war. 
If you understand the ideas in BOLDFACE, you are well along to getting an A on the Midterm.
