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Abstract:  
This study is concerned with exploring the social, cultural, semantic 

and stylistic significances of the use of colour in two selected English 

novels. It is obviously known that each society and culture has its particular 

features whose distinguished it than others since even in one society there is 

different cultural aspects, concepts, thought, ideology, symbols, style in live 

and communication that make one community and social class differ from 

others. 

Therefore, the differentiated study between colour significance within 

two English novels from linguistic points of view will enable us to know 

what each novel has its colour concept because language, culture, society, 

meaning, style reflect a particular with whole its features.  

This study is concerned with attempting to differentiate between what 

is unclear of colour in language; novel language has a certain use to the 

colour which is distinguished than other kind of literature. The analysis of 

selected English novels explore the socio-cultural, semantic, stylistic 

significances of the use of colour in prescribed novels which are: The 

Scarlet Letter by Nathanial Hawthorne and The Great Gatsby by F . Scott 

Fitzgerald.  

This study will specifically deal with colours and their social aspects, 

their denotation and connotation and their stylistic point of view concerning 

their features in these selected English novels 

Key Words: Colour, stylistics, novel, semantics, significance, 

Sociolinguistics. 
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1.Introduction  

   The colour is the most important phenomenon , and the elements that 

make up the image because it is closely linked to all areas of life and the 

phenomenon of the universe , it has a moral from various connotations 

artistic, religious, symbolic and so on  and has a close relationship with 

natural sciences  , psychology , religion , culture and literature. This study is 

concerned with exploring the socio-cultural, semantic and stylistic 

significances of the use of colour in two English novels Which are: The 

Scarlet Letter by Nathanial Hawthorne and The Great Gatsby by F . Scott 

Fitzgerald that have been chosen from different centuries. 

   This study will shed light on the symbolism of colour in these English 

novels. Colour terminology, is interesting and important in semantics 

because it is one of very few areas in which it is possible to compare a 

linguistic system with a system that can be both delimited and analysed in 

objective ( physical ) terms, though it must be conceded that the 

psychological recognition of colours may well not accord very closely with 

their physical characteristic. Colour raises the issues of the universality of 

semantic categories. 

   It is hypothesized that the concept of colour in two novels highlights the 

fact that each colour has its own role in denoting something about the 

character of the author of each novel. This study intended to explore the 

linguistic significances which reflect in  using the concept of colour in these 

English novels: The Scarlet Letter by Nathanial Hawthorne and The Great 

Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald.   

   This study aims at showing the differences between English societies and 

their different cultures. This study stresses the significance of cultural 

context, in that differences of the cultural context produce the most 

significant differences in colour term between English societies, cultures 

and centuries.  

   Data will be collected and analysed from selected two English novels . 

Also , Hymes approach will be adopted in analyzing the meaning of colour 

in these two selected novels.   

2.Basic Concepts of the Present Study 

2.1Sociolinguistics  

   Hudson(1996:1-5) & Wardhaugh(2010:12, cited in AL-Kubaisy, 2015 : 6) 

define sociolinguistics as ''the study of language in relation to society and it 

is a knowledge that is acquired socially from other people , either by direct 

instruction or by watching their behaviour''. According to Spolsky (1998: 3, 

cited in AL-Kubaisy, 2015:  6 ), sociolinguistics can be seen  as the field 

that studies the relation between the uses of language and the social 

structures in which the users of language live. 

2.2Culture  
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   Hudson(1996: 70, cited in Al-Kubaisy, 2015: 6) defines culture as '' one of 

the most important characteristics of society". Yule (2006: 216, cited in Al-

Kubaisy,2015:6) refers to culture as  all ideas and assumptions about the 

nature of things and people that we learn when we become members of 

social groups. 

2.3Semantics 

   Semantics is the technical term used to refer to the study of meaning and 

since meaning is a part of language , semantics is a part of linguistics. The 

term semantics is a recent addition to the English language(Palmer,1981: 5). 

Semantics is a search for meaning, not a search for scientific or 

encyclopaedic knowledge; but this does not mean that it is concerned only 

with facts which lie on the surface, or very near the surface, of speakers' 

consciousness (Wierzbicka, 1996:298).  

2.4Denotation 

   Denotation is one  of the aspects of meaning. It refers to a clear, explicit, 

dictionary meaning. The denotative definition is based on the literal 

definition of a word( Palmer,1981: 34). In a literary usage, the denotation of 

a word is the primary signification or reference of a word. Thus ''home'' 

denotes the house where one lives (Abrams, 1999: 46). Denotation is the 

basic conceptual level of meaning (Cowie,2009: 12). 

2.5Connotation 

   Connotation is one of the aspects of meaning. It refers to invisible, 

explicit, associative meaning. The connotative definition is the figurative or 

emotional meaning of a word(Palmer, 1981:34). In literature, connotation of 

a word  is the range of secondary or associated significations and feelings 

which it commonly suggests or implies. Thus "home"  connotes privacy, 

intimacy, and coziness . John Keats, in a passage of his "Ode to a 

Nightingale" (1819),         

           '' Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam 

            Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn,''(lines 69-70). 

   Altered his original spelling of "fairy" to the old form "faery" in order to 

evoke the connotations of antiquity(Abrams,1999:46). Connotative meaning 

is the communicative value an expression has by virtue of what it refers to, 

over and above its purely conceptual content(Leech,1981:12). Connotation 

is the associative, figurative level of language (Cowie,2009: 122). 

2.6Stylistics  

   Stylistics is a word derived from style. It is a discipline which studies 

different styles. It can refer to the study of proper use of words or language 

in proper places. Stylistics is the study of literary discourse from linguistic 

orientation(Widdowson, 1973: 3).  

   Stylistics is simply defined as the linguistic study of style. It is simply 

considered as an exercise in describing what use is made of language. We 

normally study style because we want to explain something and in general 
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literary stylistics has implicitly or explicitly, the goal of explaining the 

relation between language and artistic function (Leech and Short,2007: 11).  

2.7Style  

   Style refers to the way in which language is used in a given context, by a 

given person, for a given purpose, and so on. Style is a relational term. It 

refers to characteristics of language use(Leech and Short, 2007 : 8-9). 

  Style is defined as an aspect of language that deals with choices of diction, 

phrases, sentences materials that are consistent and harmonious with the 

subject matter. It involves the narrative technique of a writer in terms of 

choice and distribution of words and character (Stella,2011:1). 

2.8Colour 

    Colour is defined generally as the aspect of any object that may be 

described in terms of hue , lightness , and saturation'' (Norton et al , 1768: 

469). Colour terms are simply words in natural languages which are used to 

denote the property of colour, a special subset of such words can be 

identified, which Berlin and Kay(1969: 6) named basic colour terms and 

they also listed a number of criteria which they used to distinguish basic 

colour terms from other words used to denote colour( Dowman, 2004: 6). 

3.Colour in literature  

Rajimwale ( 2010 : 525) argues that literature is best understood as an 

articulation of social and historical forces . Hence, poetry is considered one 

of  literary aspects. (Abdulla,1988: 216) states that poetry is the image of 

man and nature. Poetry is considered as the expression of the imagination 

and it is the record of the happy and sad moments of the happy and sad 

minds. Thus, language, colour, form, and religious and civil habits of action 

are all the instruments and materials of literature. 

   Colour is a subject that has attracted considerable and deep interest since 

prehistoric times, namely beginning with early cave paintings. The ancient 

Egyptians used colours for the treatment of common and rare diseases as 

they believed that colours had totally magical and completely healing 

power. Red dyes were regarded as exceptionally useful and the Aztecs used 

them in religious ceremonies(Tull, 2013: 336).  

      Colour terms are simply words which are used to denote the property of 

colour and in most languages a special subset of such words can be 

identified which Berlin and Kay (1969) names basic colour terms. Berlin 

and Kay listed a number of criteria which they used to distinguish basic 

colour terms from other words used to denote colour.  

   They considered colour terms to be basic only if they were known by all 

speakers of the language and were highly salient psychologically and if they 

did not just name a subset of the colours denoted by another colour word 

and their meanings were not predictable from the meanings of their 

component parts.  
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   Application of these criteria seems to distinguish clearly between basic 

and non-basic colour terms in most languages, although there can still 

remain some questionable cases English has 11 basic colour words, red, 

yellow, green, blue, orange, purple, pink, brown, grey, black and white. 

Terms such as crimson, blonde and royal blue are not considered to be 

basic.  

   Basic colour terms have prototype properties as there is usually a single 

colour, the prototype which speakers of the language consider to be the best 

example of the colour term. Colours become increasingly less good 

examples of the colour category as they become more dissimilar to the 

prototype and the category boundaries are fuzzy, as speakers are unsure 

about the exact range of colours denoted by each colour term(Mike 

Dowman, 2006: 2).  

  Berlin and Kay found that all languages have between 2 and 11 basic 

colour terms. They discovered that the boundaries of the areas of colour 

denoted by colour terms varied greatly between languages, but that the 

locations of the prototypes of most basic colour terms were clustered in a 

few parts of the colour space. They investigated the combination of colour 

terms existing in any particular language. They also produced the 

implicational hierarchy shown in the following figure:    

 
Figure 1. Shown Berlin and Kay's Implicational Hierarchy of Colours. 

4.Data Analysis of Two Selected English Novels 

   The analysis of selected English novels reveals the connotation '' 

connotation is considered as the aspect of meaning of a particular word or 

group of words which is based on the feelings and ideas it arouses in the 

minds of speaker or writer and hearer or reader (Hartmann et al, 1972: 49) 

and denotation ''denotation is considered as the aspect of meaning of a 

particular word or group of words which is based on a clear reference to a 

given section of the observable 'external world' and on some kind of 

conventionalization (ibid, 1972: 61 ) of colour in these novels . Red denotes 

shyness and white denotes purity and so on. 

    It is hypothesized in this study that the colour systems of English is 

identical. The colour is most important phenomenon in semantic and this 

phenomenon which is widely used in two selected English novels has a 

symbolic value with various connotation(artistic, religious and so on) and it 
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has a close relationship with social, cultural, semantic, stylistic, and literary 

aspects. 

   The colour in Scarlet letter symbolises different sides of the characters' 

personalities. Hawthorne uses colour to explore the feeling of guilty as well 

as the relationship of the isolated individual to the outside world. Colours 

here picturize the characters and they are changed through the novel. The 

Great Gatsby is full of symbolism. For instance, colours are used to 

represent different themes of the novel such as revenge, love, hate, wealth, 

power, lies, adultery, sin, revenge and so on. Hawthorne in "The Scarlet 

Letter" uses red to represent sin and black to represent evil and tends to 

signify hidden sin that society does not want to face. He also uses gray to 

represent sadness and gold to represent happiness. 

   Symbolism can appear in many social and semantic use such example, in 

which the use of colour can determine the character's attributes. For 

example, black may represent evil whereas white may symbolize purity. 

Hawthorne in "Scarlet Letter" takes advantage of using colours to describe 

his characters. The use of colours represented in Chillingworth's darkness, 

Hester's dullness, and Pearl's vividness show that these characters stand for 

a socio-cultural aspects and a broader meaning. The colour black represents 

Chillingworth, an evil man who often is compared to the devil as in 

Hawthorne's"his face darkened with some powerful emotion,'' which 

explains that Chillingworth's darkness is a result of his iniquity. 

  Hawthorne also uses dim and gray colours to symbolize Hester. Hester has 

hidden away her beauty and liveliness and sociable person behind her. She 

clothes herself in gray garments that nearly hide her from sight as in 

Hawthorne's "Hester was clad in a garment of coarse gray cloth''. 

Hawthorne's ''In all her intercourse with society'' shows moral and social 

themes that reflect on society such as sin and crime that Dimmensdale and 

Hester committed which symbolizes by black and gray. Hawthorne shows 

social issues which reflect throughout the characters, events and symbols of 

colour  such as men vs. women, individual vs. society, upper vs. lower 

classes, moral vs. immoral themes, punishment vs. reward and so on.  

   Fitzgerald uses colours like white, green, red, black and yellow in special 

way. Each of these colours has special meaning which is different from that 

we regularly know or use. For example, white is used at the beginning of the 

novel to describe Daisy's character. Daisy's clothes are always white which 

represents her purity and innocence. Another important colour is green, 

which represents Gatsby's ambition and his dream to be with Daisy and at 

the end of the novel it shows hope and rebirth as in Fitzgerald's '' a single 

green light'' and also green represents the power of money which Gatsby has 

plenty of.  It's applied to living and growing things. Red represents danger, 

richness, tastelessness and death. Black represents sorrow, mourning, 
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nervousness and It is also used to represent injury and gloomy setting as in 

Fitzgerald's " he stretched out his arms toward the dark water in a curious 

way". Yellow is used to represent corruption.  

Fitzgerald's ''Great Gatsby'' displays social issues throughout the events and 

characters of his novel such as upper vs. lower classes, corruption vs. 

faithful, union vs. child labour, urban areas vs. modern cities, men vs. 

women, man vs. salvation and so on and their styles, their dresses, their 

behavior and even the happiness on their faces in everyday life. Fitzgerald 

wants to analyse the American society of which he was also a part 

throughout his novel through his characters such as social groupings and 

how they do or do not interact with each other. 

   This novel is built on three major settings which are depicted primarily in 

terms of colour imagery. Each colour focuses on one of these settings. The 

image of colour becomes more suggestive, these settings take on a symbolic 

character  which embodies a universal theme. Fitzgerald adopted the colour 

imagery to delineate an essentially romantic and secular view of the world.  

   The Great Gatsby shows Fitzgerald power to build a universal theme from 

brilliantly effective technical structure throughout using colour image, while 

the colour in the Scarlet Letter symbolizes different sides of the characters' 

personalities. Hawthorne uses colour to reveal the feeling of guilt as well as 

the relationship of the isolated individual to the outside world. Colour in this 

novel  symbolizes sin, revenge, etc. 

5.Colour in Contrast  

Colour has emotional qualities to which version responds and nurtures 

through imagination. People of different customs, traditions, environments 

and cultures are all stimulated by colour. There is a close relation between 

what stimulates the recipient and his responses resulting from colour. These 

responses have a tight connection with cultural references. Thus it is 

assumed that there is a relation between the colour index and the realms of 

real and metaphorical expression in verbal arts.  

   There are differences among colour significances that vary from a society 

to the other  or from community to another or from century to another or 

from author to another. As colour has a symbolic significance in the English 

novels in which novels tackle this significance through a wide narrative 

prospective. It is regarded as a painting with specific significances of colour 

related to the nature of events, characters, and other narrative elements 

where colours are essential in structuring the narrative)Ghaban, 2006: 5).  

6.Conclusion  

Throughout this study many remarkable conclusions have been found; they 

are:  

. There is tendency towards the use of colour terms in these selected English 

novels. 

.  the use of colour is to get the literary interesting . 
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. colours are used for social, cultural, semantic, stylistic interactions and 

thrill in these English novels. 

. the colour terms and their denotation and their connotation are useful to 

mention the literary effect on reader. 

. the colour used in these English novels to reflect several aspects such as 

language, society, culture, meaning and style.  

.  Fitzgerald and Hawthorne use colours such as white, black, red, grey, 

yellow and green to denote several things such as sin, revenge, sadness, 

happiness and so on. 

. Colours are a way characters express what they want to be seen as. So we 

can see one character acting the way they put themselves in or out society, 

however each person has a deeper meaning for how they are acting just like 

a colour in these two selected English novel. 

. Each character in these selected novels represents particular community, 

century, society, culture, social class, social role, social rank, gender, 

ideology, thought, style of live and communication. 

. Even in one society ( i.e.,  two novels represent American society) 

throughout different centuries, there is similarity and differences in using 

the concept of colours.  
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