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Introducing Style

1.1 A Taste of Style

Style is considered an important factor in writing, and is an important part of a writing
course. If style were not taken into consideration in a textbook on writing, it would not be
a qualified textbook at all. But often people pay little attention to it in speech. Actually, it is
important in both speech and writing.

Theoretically, style is a very complicated and elusive concept, and it is very difficult for
us to pin it down in terms of its characteristics, scope of analysis, its true nature, its focus
and point of departure, etc. But practically, people can easily sense the differences between
utterances of different styles. For example,

{1.1 a. Expectoration is forbidden.
b. Please do not spit!
¢. No spitting.

The three sentences state the same fact: spitting is not allowed, but, they are of different
styles. [1.1]a is formal, bookish and pompous, using the old Latin word expectoration, so
that the English beginners can not know the meaning of the word unless they consult a big
dictdonary. The second is colloquial, informal, warm and plain. The third is more properly
to be used as a notice than the other two. It is concise and conspicuous.

Here is another example provided by Alan Warner (1961:1). Suppose that a certain John
Smith just died, his son, writing a few days later, might say,

[1.2] My beloved parent has joined the heavenly choir.
My dear father has passed away.
My father has died.

My old man has kicked the bucket.

a0 o

In Warner’s view, these four sentences communicate the same fact: John Smith has died,
but the words expressing the fact are different in each case. The matter is the same, but
the manner is different. That is, each sentence is written in a different style. That gives us
a sense of what style is. [1.2]a is very pompous and sententious, elevating the event of John
Smith’s death to a divine status, probably said with respect in a poem or a formal ceremony,
addressing an audience of high social status or nobility. [1.2]b is sdll a bit formal, with a
sincere loving sentiment, expressing a kind of deep emotion for his father’s death, addressing
people of or above middle class status in a relatively formal occasion. [1.2]c is a everyday
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kind of expression with no emotions revealed, said in an informal occasion, addressing his
peers or friends. [1.2]d is slangy, said in a very informal occasion showing disrespect for his
father.

In this sense, we can see that style is concerned with alternative expressions for the same
content, or different people saying the same thing to different groups of people in different
circumstances for different purposes.

However, people also say things rhetorically for esthetical or humorous purposes. See if
we can find out the linguistic devices used in the following limerick:

[1.3] Afleaandaflyinaflue
Were imprisoned, so what could they do?
Said the fly, “Let us flee,”
Said the flee, “Let us fly,”
So they flew through a flaw in the flue.

In different contexts, we also say different things and that can also result in different
styles. Besides, different people from different backgrounds will say things in different ways
or even say different things, and texts produced for different purposes can also bring about
different styles. So broadly speaking, we can say that, from the perspective of the content,
the events and activities described, style is saying different things in different ways; from the
perspective of the ways of expression used, style is saying the same thing in different ways;
from the perspective of the users of language, style is different speakers using language in
different ways; and from the perspective of the function of the text, style is the functions of
texts for different purposes.

1.2 Style as Saying Different Things in Different Contexts

Different events, activities, topics and subject matters should be described by different
types of language, and so it will result in different styles. For example, both military drilling
commands and knitting instructions are instructional in nature, but they still manifest

different styles.

[1.4] On fours, fall in!
Attention!
Eyes right!
Ready front!
Shoulder arms!
Right face!
Forward march!

This is a text produced by a military officer in a drilling ground, so it is concerned with
military training. In such a situation, the language is directly associated with the actions of
the soldiers, that is, the soldiers have to act according to the commands given. In this sense,
the commands given should be as short as possible, so that it would not consume a lot of
dme to delay the actions. At the same time, the cormnmands should also be given forcefully
and emphatically. As a result, the sentences are all elliptical or absolute constructions,
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including nouns (sttention), noun groups (right face), verbal phrases (fall in; forward march;
shoulder arms), prepositional phrases (on fours) and elliptical sentences ([turn your] eyes right;

[turn your] eyes lef?).
Then compare this with the following knitting instruction.

[1.5]1 Using No. 10 needles cast on 102 (110 :118: 126) sts.
1st row K2, *P2, K2. rep from * to end.
2nd row P2, *P2, P2. rep from * to end.
Rep 1st and 2nd rows until work measures 4 in.

Different fields, events and activities are especially characterized by the different types of
vocabulary occurring in the text, for example,

[1.6] The youth waited patiently. Dust was thickening. In a few minutes a black car
drove up, stopped in front of the synagogue, and two policemen got out. The youth
realized at once that the gabbai had informed on him. Not knowing what else to
do he hastily draped the prayer shawl over his head and began loudly to pray. He
prayed a passionate kaddish. The police hesitated to approach him while he was
praying and they stood at the bottom of the steps waiting for him to be done.

(Bernard Malamud, Man in the Drawer)

Here the text is concerned with what happened in a religious setting, so many of the
” &« »  &® ” «

content words are concerned with religion, such as “synagogue”, “prayer”, “shawl”, “pray”,
“prayed”, “kaddish”, “praying”. The following example is concerned with natural resources.

[1.7]1 A natural resource like coal can be lost in at least three ways more than most people
realize. First, we can lose a natural resource by using it up or by using it far faster than
it can be replenished. Thus we lose coal by burning it. Secondly, we can lose a natural
resource by leaving it be wasted, as when we allow farmland to erode. Coal can be
wasted by allowing a mine to become inoperable, or by using inefficient methods
of burning it. Third, we can so mismanage the waste products of a natural resource
that they pollute or destroy other natural resources. The draining of coal waste into
a freshwater river would harm wildlife as well as needed supplies of pure water. We
might even go a fourth step, to say that human labor is also a natural resource, which
can be lost by exhaustion, misuse, or no use. Thus the Pogatab Creek flood reduced
this resource by putting the inhabitants out of work.

The different types of vocabulary create different images of the events in the reader’s
mind, so they can result in different styles.

1.3 Style as Speakers from Different Backgrounds

Stylistic differences are also the result of what the speakers are in terms of social status,
social class, race, age, sex, etc. In terms of social status, people who hold high social status
are generally those who have high power over others, and those who hold low social status
are those who hold little or no power, so their language will reflect the power relation
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between them. The upper class is characterized by standard language, formal expressions
and good manners.

[1.8] “My mother has arrived,” said Ralph, “and this is Miss Archer.”

The old man placed his two hands on her shoulder, looked at her a moment with
extreme benevolence and then gallantly kissed her. “It’s a great pleasure to me to see
you here; but | wish you had given us a chance to receive you.”

“Oh, we were received,” said the girl. “There were about a dozen servants in the
hall. And there was an old woman curtseying at the gate.”

“We can do better than that if we have notice!” And the old man stood there
smiling, rubbing his hands and slowly shaking his head at her. “But Mrs. Touchett
doesn't like receptions.”

(Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady)

This is an interaction between the members of high class in Great Britain. They are
actually close relatives to each other: the girl was the niece of the old man, but it seems that
they are more courteous to each other than needed. The girl was introduced as “Miss Archer”,
and when they met each other, the old man used very formal way to express his wishes: “It’s a great
pleasure to me to ...” Generally, he could say, “Glad to see you here.” At the same time, the
narrative itself is also a bit formal in nature: we have “benevolence” and “gallantly”, etc. The
excessive courtesy shows the believed good manner and conduct among high class members.
You can compare this example with the following:

[1.9] She did not even turn her head when she heard him [her son] come stomping into
the kitchen. She heard him pull up a chair, sit, sigh, and draw off his muddy shoes;
they fell to the floor with heavy thuds. Soon the kitchen was full of the scent of
his drying socks and his burning pipe. Tha boys hongry. She paused and looked at
him over her shoulder: he was puffing at his pipe with his head tilted back and his
feet propped up on the edge of the stove; his eyelids drooped and his wet clothes
steamed from the heat of the fire. Lawd, that boy gits ma like his pa every day he
livers, she mused, her lips breaking in a slow faint smile. Hols tha pipe in his mouth
just like his pa usta hol his. Wondah how they woulda got erlong ef his pa hada lived.
They oughta like each other, they so mucha like.

(Richard Wright, Bright and Morning Star)

Here is the description of an event in which the mother was thinking about her son’s behaviour
after he came back from work. It shows the language of a typical lower class housewife. Her
language has the following features — non-standard pronunciation:

Tha boys hongry (That boy is hungry);

Lawd, that boy gits ma like his pa every day he livers. (My Lord, that boy gets more like his
father every day he lives.);

Hols tha pipe in his mouth just like bis pa usta hol bis. Wondab how they woulda got erlong ef
bis pa bada lived? They oughta like each other, they so mucha like. ([He] holds that pipe in his
mouth just like his father used to hold his. [I] wonder how they would get along if his father
had lived. They ought to [be] like each other, they [are] so much alike.)

Everyday words and expressions: bis pa, tha pipe, etc., elliptical sentences (the ellipsis of




