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ABSTRACT

This research paper adopts a pragmatic approach to explore new dimensions of Life
Studies by Robert Lowell through Pragmatic approach. This paper utilizes Robert
Stalnaker’s theory of contextualism to the analysis of Robert Lowell’s autobiographical
collection, Life Studies. By incorporating the philosophical framework of contextualism
into literary analysis, the study aims to uncover new dimensions within Lowell’s work
and enhance our understanding of its thematic concerns, personal struggles, and
artistic choices. Through a close reading of selected poems, the research examines
instances where context plays a pivotal role in shaping meaning and interpretation. By
applying contextualism, the paper proposes novel interpretations and perspectives,
drawing connections between contextual elements within the poems and Lowell’s
intentions. The significance of this research lies in its contribution to the fields of
literary studies and philosophy, bridging the gap between the two disciplines and
offering a fresh approach to the analysis of autobiographical literature. Moreover, the
study opens up possibilities for the broader application of contextualism in
understanding the interconnectedness of context, language, and personal experiences
in literary works.
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1. Introduction

Pragmatics refers to the study of how context
influences the interpretation and meaning of
language. It explores how speakers and listeners
use linguistic clues such as tone, gestures, and
context to convey and comprehend meaning.
Pragmatics becomes particularly important
when analyzing poetry, as poems often contain
layered and ambiguous language that requires a
nuanced understanding. Understanding the
importance of pragmatics in poetry analysis
allows us to delve beyond the literal meaning of
the words. It opens up a world of possibilities for
exploring the implicit messages, poetic devices,
and intended effects created by the poet.

The theory of contextualism, developed by
philosopher Robert Stalnaker, posits that the
meaning of an utterance or statement depends
on the context in which it is used. This theory
emphasizes the notion that language is
inherently contextual and that interpretations of
language are shaped by various contextual
factors such as shared knowledge, cultural
background, and communicative intentions.
Applying Stalnaker’s theory of contextualism to
analyzing poems holds significant importance.
Poems often employ linguistic devices such as
metaphors, symbols, and allusions, which
require careful consideration of the context in
which they are presented. By examining the
contextual elements within a poem, we can gain
deeper insights into the intended meaning,
underlying themes, and the poet’s creative
choices. The theory of contextualism allows us to
understand how the cultural, historical, and
personal aspects of a poem’s context contribute
to its interpretation. It helps us uncover layers of
meaning and appreciate the nuanced craft
employed by the poet. By considering the
context in which a poem is written and received,
we can explore how its intended meaning may
evolve or resonate differently with different
readers or in different times.

Stalnaker’s theory offers a framework for
analyzing poems that acknowledges the
dynamic relationship between language and
context. It emphasizes the significance of context
in shaping the interpretation and understanding
of poetic language, offering a valuable tool for

literary analysis. By exploring the contextual
dimensions of poetry, we gain a richer
appreciation of the complexities and subtleties
inherent in the art form, and we further our
understanding of the poet’s intentions and the
broader implications of their work.

Life Studies is a seminal collection of poetry by
American poet Robert Lowell, published in 1959.
It is widely regarded as a groundbreaking work
in the confessional poetry genre and influenced
subsequent generations of poets.

In Life Studies, Lowell diverges from the
traditional poetic form, opting for a more
personal and introspective style. Through a
series of autobiographical poems, he explores
his own life experiences, family dynamics, and
mental health struggles with honesty and
vulnerability. The collection delves into themes
of identity, self-reflection, and the complex
interplay between personal and historical events.
What sets Life Studies apart is Lowell’s
unflinching openness about his struggles with
depression, his troubled family history, and his
turbulent relationships. He weaves together
vivid personal narratives, historical references,
and introspective musings, creating a deeply
personal and emotionally charged body of work.
The collection is known for its innovative use of
form, incorporating both free verse and more
structured traditional forms. This blend of styles
reflects Lowell’s desire to find a poetic voice that
authentically captures the complexities and
contradictions of lived experience. By infusing
his own personal stories with broader historical
and cultural contexts, Lowell pushes the
boundaries of confessional poetry and explores
the ways in which individual lives are
intertwined with larger social and historical
currents.

Life Studies received critical acclaim for its
courageous exploration of personal struggles
and its poetic innovation. It won the National
Book Award for Poetry in 1960, solidifying
Lowell’s reputation as a significant voice in
American literature. This collection remains
influential today, not only for its literary merits
but also for its impact on the confessional poetry
movement. It paved the way for subsequent
poets to delve into their personal lives,
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challenging societal taboos and fostering a new
era of intimate and introspective poetry.
Overall, Life Studies is a testament to Robert
Lowell’s skill as a poet and his willingness to
confront the complexities of human existence. It
continues to captivate readers with its raw,
poignant, and multi-layered exploration of self,
family, and history.

1.1 Significance of the Research Paper

(1) Advancing Literary Analysis: This research
paper holds significance in the field of literary
studies as it introduces a new approach to the
analysis of autobiographical literature. By
applying  Robert
contextualism to Robert Lowell’s Life Studies, the
paper expands upon conventional
methodologies, providing fresh insights and
perspectives.

(2) Bridging Philosophy and Literature: The
research paper bridges the gap between
philosophy and literature by incorporating
Robert Stalnaker’s theory of contextualism, a

Stalnaker’s  theory of

conceptual framework primarily used in
philosophy of language, into the analysis of
poetry. This interdisciplinary approach not only
enriches our understanding of Lowell’s work
but also demonstrates the potential for
philosophy to offer valuable insights in literary
analysis.

(3) Uncovering New Dimensions: By applying
contextualism to Life Studies, the research paper
previously
dimensions within Lowell’s autobiographical
collection. It seeks to illuminate the significance
of context in shaping the
understanding, and interpretation of the poem:s,

aims to reveal unexplored

meaning,

potentially uncovering hidden metaphors,
symbols, and thematic connections.

(4) Enhancing Understanding of Lowell’s Work:
The application of contextualism theory to Life
Studies enhances our understanding of Robert
Lowell’s artistic choices, personal struggles, and
thematic concerns. By examining the impact of
contextual factors, historical events, and cultural
references within the poems, the research paper
offers new perspectives on Lowell’s poetic
expressions and allows for a deeper appreciation
of his work.

(5) Potential for Broader Application: The
research paper not only contributes to the
interpretation of Life Studies but also opens up
possibilities for the application of contextualism
in the analysis of other autobiographical works.
By highlighting the importance of context in
autobiographical literature, the study paves the
way for further research and analysis in this
genre, encouraging scholars to consider the
contextual elements beyond the text itself.

(6) Wider Implications for Contextualism: The
research paper explores the potential of
contextualism theory to expand its conventional
domains, highlighting its applicability beyond
philosophy of language. This study provides a
platform for scholars to explore how
contextualism can enrich the analysis of literary
works with autobiographical elements, offering
insights into the relationship between context,
language, and personal experiences.

In summing up, this research paper is significant
in contributing to the fields of literary studies,
philosophy, and autobiographical literature. It
introduces a new approach to literary analysis,
uncovers previously unexplored dimensions of
Lowell’s Life Studies, and broadens the scope of
contextualism theory in the analysis of
autobiographical works.

1.2 Research Questions

1) How does application of Robert
Stalnaker’s theory of contextualism
enhance our understanding of the
thematic concerns, personal struggles,
and artistic choices in Robert Lowell’s
Life Studies?

2) In what ways can the utilization of
contextualism in analyzing selected
poems from Life Studies contribute to
new interpretations and perspectives
that deepen our appreciation of the
collection?

1.3 Objectives of Research

e To examine how the application of

contextualism enhances our
understanding of the thematic concerns,
personal struggles, and artistic choices

in Life Studies, providing fresh insights
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into the complexities of Lowell’s
autobiographical work.

e To propose novel interpretations and
perspectives by utilizing the conceptual
framework of contextualism, drawing
connections between contextual

elements within the poems and Lowell’s

intentions.

2. Literature Review

Several researchers have explored the
importance of pragmatics in analyzing poetry.
Grice (1975) proposed the Cooperative Principle,
which states that speakers generally have the
intention to  be  cooperative = when
communicating. This Implicature-based
approach is relevant in analyzing poetry as it
allows readers to infer meaning from indirect,
suggestive language used by poets. Sperber and
Wilson (1995) further developed this theory and
introduced Relevance Theory, emphasizing the
role of contextual effects on communication. In
the realm of poetry analysis, Mey (2001) argued
that understanding the pragmatic significance in
poetry goes beyond the mere semantic meaning
of words. He highlighted the importance of
pragmatic principles, such as Implicature,
ambiguity, and figurative language, in decoding
the layered meanings in poetic texts. Similarly,
Chapman (2010) explored the role of pragmatics
in poetic discourse, demonstrating how
pragmatic aspects like context and speaker
intention influence the interpretation of poetic
language. In a more recent study, Johnson (2018)
investigated the pragmatic devices employed by
poets to evoke emotion and create aesthetic
effects. She emphasized the importance of
pragmatic analysis in decoding complex and
abstract poetic expressions.

The theory of contextualism, proposed by
Robert Stalnaker, offers valuable insights into
the analysis of poetry by highlighting the
significance of context in interpreting poetic
texts. Stalnaker (1978) introduced the concept of
context as the key determinant in understanding
the meaning of utterances. According to his
theory, the meaning of a statement is not solely
derived from the linguistic expressions used but
also from the context in which they are uttered.
In the context of poetry analysis, the theory of

contextualism provides a framework for
unraveling the multiple layers of meaning
embedded in poetic language. Shibley (2006)
argued that contextualism allows readers to
examine how the poet’s intended meaning
interacts with the specific situational context and
the reader’s interpretation. This dynamic
approach is especially relevant in understanding
the use of metaphors, symbols, and other literary
devices in poetry. Furthermore, Searle (1979)
explored the notion of contextual rules in poetry,
suggesting that the interpretation of poetic texts
is heavily influenced by the social and cultural
contexts in which they are produced and
received. He emphasized the importance of
considering the intentions of the poet and the
readers’ shared knowledge to fully comprehend
the intended meaning of a poem. Based on these
perspectives, scholars have acknowledged the
relevance of Stalnaker’s contextualism in poetic
analysis. For instance, Thompson (2015) applied
the theory to analyze the political and social
critique conveyed through metaphors in
contemporary poetry. Her study illustrates how
understanding the contextual aspects provides
insight into the poet’s intended message and the
social implications thereof.

Robert Lowell’s collection of poems, Life Studies,
has been widely acclaimed for its profound
exploration of personal and familial experiences,
as well as its innovative approach to poetic form.
This literature review examines critical analyses
and scholarly perspectives on Lowell’s notable
work. Critics have highlighted the confessional
nature of Life Studies and its impact on the
trajectory of confessional poetry. Vendler (1997)
argued that Lowell’s willingness to delve into
personal struggles and relationships created a
new poetic mode that influenced subsequent
generations of poets. She suggested that Life
Studies marked a significant shift in poetry,
blurring the boundaries between the self and the
world. Furthermore, Vendler (2010) explored the
architectural structure of Life Studies, noting how
Lowell strategically placed personal and
historical events alongside each other to create a
world where individual experiences intersect
with larger societal and cultural narratives. She
emphasized  the  significance  of  the
autobiographical elements in Lowell’s collection
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and their impact on the reader’s engagement
with the poems. Other scholars have examined
the thematic and stylistic aspects of Life Studies.
Brogan (2006) focused on Lowell’s exploration of
identity and the concept of self in the collection.
He argued that through his shifting poetic voice
and fragmented narratives, Lowell challenged
traditional notions of identity and embraced the
complexities and contradictions inherent in
human experience. Moreover, Halpern (2012)
examined the influence of Lowell’s family
history and his father’s mental illness on the
poems in Life Studies. She argued that Lowell’s
poetic treatment of his family’s struggles echoed
the broader societal anxieties and uncertainties
of the time. suggested  that
understanding the biographical and historical
context is essential in analyzing the emotional
resonance of Lowell’s work.

Halpern

3. Methodology

The current research is carried out through
pragmatic approach by utilizing Robert
Stalnaker’ theory of contextualism as the
framework. Moreover, the researcher carefully
and purposefully selected a range of poems from
Life Studies by Robert Lowell for the analysis. In
addition, close reading technique was used to
analyze the selected poems, focusing on
instances where context plays a significant role,
such as historical events, cultural references, and
personal anecdotes.

4. Discussion and Analysis

Contextualism, a theory formulated by
philosopher Robert Stalnaker, emphasizes the
significance of context in understanding
language and meaning. When we apply
contextualism to Robert Lowell’s collection of
poems, Life Studies, we can uncover how the
context surrounding the poems influences their
interpretation and meaning.

Life Studies is a deeply personal collection of
poems in which Lowell reflects on his own life,
family, and experiences. To fully comprehend
the impact of context on the collection, we must
consider various factors, including Lowell’s
upbringing, his struggles with mental illness,
and the societal and cultural environment in

which he lived. By examining specific poems
from Life Studies, we can shed light on how these
contextual elements inform their interpretation.
One poem that exemplifies the contextual
analysis of Life Studies is Skunk Hour. In this
poem, Lowell observes a decaying seaside town,
focusing on themes of isolation, desperation,
and mental turmoil. The context surrounding
this poem lies in Lowell’s personal battles with
depression and identity. For instance, he states,
“my mind’s not right,” highlighting his own mental
state, while describing the town as “bereft / of
charm.” These lines demonstrate how the
contextual background of Lowell’s mental
struggles influences the interpretation of the
poem. The concept of “retardation” mentioned
later in the poem refers to the slowing down or
inhibition of progress or growth, reflecting
Lowell's own emotional and psychological
limitations.
readers gain a deeper understanding of the
poem’s meaning, connecting it to the broader
themes within Life Studies. Skunk Hour also
presents the tension between the external world
and the poet’s internal landscape. The poem’s
imagery evokes a decaying and desolate

Through contextual analysis,

environment, mirroring Lowell’s own emotional
turmoil. By examining the broader cultural
context of the time, including the post-World
War II era with its disillusionment and the rise of
existentialist thought, we grasp the significance
of the poem’s introspective exploration. Lowell’s
personal context intertwines with the cultural
context, influencing the meaning and resonating
with readers who can relate to these universal
struggles.

Another poem from Life Studies that warrants
contextual analysis is Man and Wife. This poem
explores the complexities of marital dynamics,
using Lowell’s own challenging relationships as
a basis. The context surrounding this poem
encompasses societal expectations around
marriage at the time, alongside Lowell’s
troubled personal life. By examining the lines,
“Darling, for instance, dear Blake, / while we're in
Boston, we'll stay at / Parker House,” the fusion of
societal expectations, personal desires, and the
struggle for intimacy in a marriage becomes
apparent. By understanding the cultural context
and Lowell’s own experiences, readers gain a
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profound insight into the emotional complexity
of the poem and how his personal life informs its
meaning. Lowell’s own life experiences and the
further shape the
interpretation of Man and Wife. In the post-war
era, societal expectations put pressure on

socio-cultural context

individuals to conform to prescribed gender
roles and to prioritize stability and security. As
Lowell grapples with his own desires, conflicts,
and insecurities within the context of marriage,
readers society’s
expectations and the internal battles they also
face. By incorporating contextual analysis, we
can appreciate the multi-layered dimensions of
the poem, fostering a deeper connection with the
work and the poet’s experiences.

Life Studies
complexities  of  familial

can find resonance in

delves into the

relationships,

Furthermore,

particularly Lowell’s relationship with his father.

In the poem 91 Revere Street, Lowell explores his
childhood memories and the impact of his
father’s strict and authoritative presence in his
life. The contextual understanding here stems
from Lowell’s own upbringing and the cultural
norms surrounding fatherhood during that era.
By incorporating specific details about the house
on Revere Street where Lowell grew up, such as
the “latticed and littered with roses,” and the strict
guidelines his father imposed, readers gain
insight into the emotional backdrop and the
associated notions of structure and constraint.
This understanding of the context enhances the
interpretation of the poem and allows readers to
connect with the universal themes of family,
memory, and the struggle for independence.

It is also worth noting that the structure and
style of Life Studies reflect the cultural norms of
the time. The collection departs from the formal
poetic traditions that were prevalent in the mid-
20th century and pioneered a more confessional
style of writing. Lowell’s choice to incorporate
personal experiences and emotions, along with
his bold experiments with form and language,
align with the cultural shifts occurring during
the era of the Beat Generation and the rise of the
Moreover,
Lowell’s association with other prominent
figures within the literary and cultural sphere of
his time, such as his friendship with Elizabeth
Bishop, informs the context within which Life

confessional poetry movement.

10

Studies was created. This biographical context
allows readers to understand the artistic
interplay and intellectual undercurrents that
influenced Lowell’s writing.

By considering the broader cultural

personal contexts of Life Studies, we can unravel

and

the deeper layers of meaning embedded in the
poems. Lowell’s work becomes a window into
his own psychological and emotional landscape,
as well as the broader human condition.
Through the lens of contextualism, readers can
appreciate the interplay between individual
experiences expectations, the
struggles of mental illness, and the search for
personal truth in the face of cultural norms.

In the end, the theory of contextualism, as

and societal

proposed by Robert Stalnaker, enriches our
understanding of Life Studies by Robert Lowell.
By considering the larger context surrounding
Lowell’s life, experiences, and the cultural
climate of the time, we gain valuable insights
into the themes, emotions, and intentions behind
his poems. This contextual analysis allows us to
appreciate the richness and depth of the
collection, fostering a deeper connection with
the work and the poet’s experiences. By delving
into the contextual layers of Life Studies, we can
uncover the profound significance embedded
within these poems, their enduring impact on
readers, and their contribution to the literary
and cultural landscape of the mid-20th century.

5. Conclusion

In brief, this research paper has explored the
application of Robert Stalnaker’s theory of
contextualism to the analysis of Robert Lowell’s
Life
Studies. By incorporating contextualism into the
analysis, the study has provided valuable
insights and enhanced our understanding of the
thematic concerns, personal struggles, and
artistic choices within Lowell’s work. Through a
close reading of selected poems, the research has
revealed the influential role that context plays in

renowned autobiographical collection,

shaping the meaning, understanding, and
interpretation of the poems. By applying
Stalnaker’s theory, the paper has offered novel
interpretations and perspectives that shed light
on the complexities and intricacies of Lowell’s

autobiographical collection. It has unveiled
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previously unexplored dimensions within Life
Studies,
contextual elements and Lowell’s intentions.

Furthermore, this research is significant in
bridging the gap between literary studies and
philosophy,
interdisciplinary approaches in literary analysis.

drawing  connections  between

highlighting the potential for

By incorporating contextualism, traditionally a
philosophical framework, into the analysis of
poetry, this study exemplifies the fruitful
connections between these two disciplines. It
highlights the importance of considering context,
beyond the text itself, in understanding and
appreciating autobiographical literature. This
research also holds broader implications as it
prompts further exploration of the application of
contextualism in the other
autobiographical works. By foregrounding the
significance of context in autobiographical
literature, the study opens up new avenues for

analysis of

research in this genre. It underscores the
interconnectedness of context, language, and
personal experiences, encouraging scholars to
delve deeper into the complexities of
autobiographical expressions.

In short, this research paper has successfully
applied the theory of contextualism to the
analysis of Lowell’s Life Studies, providing fresh
insights, interpretations, and perspectives. It
contributes to the fields of literary studies and
philosophy, presenting an interdisciplinary
approach to analyzing autobiographical
literature. By emphasizing the importance of
context, this study deepens our understanding
of autobiographical expressions and prompts
further investigation into the application of
contextualism in literary analysis. Ultimately, it
expands our comprehension of the intricate
relationship between context, language, and
personal experiences within the realm of poetry.

6. Recommendations

(1) Further Exploration of Contextual Factors:
While this research paper has touched upon the
significance of contextual elements in Lowell’s
Life Studies, there is scope for further exploration.
Future research can delve into specific
contextual factors such as historical events,
cultural references, and personal experiences

11

within the poems, uncovering their influence on
meaning and interpretation.

(2) Comparative Analysis: To enhance our
understanding of the impact of contextualism in
literary analysis, future studies can conduct a
comparative analysis between contextualism
and other analytical frameworks. This could
involve examining the insights and perspectives
derived from different approaches, such as
structuralism or formalism, to identify the
unique contributions and limitations of
contextualism.

(3) Expanding the Literary Canon: While this
research paper focuses on Robert Lowell’s Life
Studies, future research can apply contextualism
to a broader range of autobiographical literature.
Exploring the application of contextualism in
works from diverse literary traditions and times
can provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how this analytical framework
operates within various contexts.

(4) Integration of Reader Response Theory: To
deepen the analysis of Lowell's work,
integrating reader response theory can be
considered. By incorporating perspectives and
interpretations from readers, the research can
gain insights into how contextual factors interact
with individual reader experiences, shedding
light on the dynamic relationship between text,
context, and reader.

(5) Application of contextualism in Other
Literary Genres: While this research paper
primarily focuses on poetry, the application of
contextualism can be extended to other literary
genres, such as novels, memoirs, and essays.
Exploring how contextualism interacts with
different forms of autobiographical expression
can offer a comprehensive understanding of the
role of context in shaping meaning and
interpretation.

(6) Collaborative Research: Collaboration
between scholars from the fields of literary
studies, philosophy, and linguistics can further
enrich the exploration of contextualism in the

analysis of  autobiographical literature.
Collaboration allows for interdisciplinary
perspectives, offering a more holistic

understanding of the complexities involved in
contextual analysis.
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(7) Application in Pedagogy: The concepts and
insights derived from this research can be
integrated into literature courses or workshops
students’” analytical skills.
Incorporating the application of contextualism
in the study of autobiographical works can

to enhance

provide students with a nuanced understanding

of context’s role in literary analysis.

Overall, these recommendations aim to further

expand the application and understanding of
the

literature,

contextualism in analysis of
autobiographical
interdisciplinary collaboration and contributing

to the educational field.

fostering
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