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Introduction

For a very long time, until the London school of linguists came
along, language had been conceived as something homogeneous. having
a unified standard form. Any deviation from this standard was either
dialectal - therefore uncultivated, or substandard -- therefore bad. As
for the different linguistic expressions, within the standard form, of the
“same” thought, they were taken as different ways to “dress” the
thought, and evaluated according to the principles of rhetoric, derived
from no less an authority than Aristotle.

Chomsky basically followed this line when he emphasized, without
making prescriptive remarks, the linguistic competence of the *‘ideal”
speaker-listener as distinguished from actual linguistic performance which
is full of various kinds of *‘mistakes”.

For the London School (Malinowski, Firth, Halliday, and others),
however, language is a social behaviour, and it is primarily linked not to
thought — which has a unique pattern for all human beings — but to
concrete situations. Situations not only call for the use of language,
but also determine the type of language to be used and the meaning it is
to acquire,

The study of language use in close connection with contexts of
situation led to the discovery of “diatypic varieties” (variously called
“professional varieties”, “‘registers” or “‘styles™), as distinguished from

and existing side by side with “dialectal varieties”. A summary of the
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achievements made by the British linguists in this respect is to be found
in “The Users and Uses of Language (Excerpts)” (Halliday, Mclntosh
and Strevens (1964), Chapter 4, Sections 4 and 5).

An inspiring, if impressionistic, discussion of “style” in a narrower
sense, as distinguished from “professional varieties”, is provided by the
American linguist Martin Joos in The Five Clocks (1962).

The three other articles in PART ONE serve to illustrate how the
method of concrete linguistic analysis is applied to the study.of linguistic
style,

* * *

Since the 1920s, under the influence of New Criticism, the main
trend in literary criticism in the West has been characterized by a careful
scrutiny of the text., Features of language use naturally attract more
attention in this approach. As this happened at a time when modern
linguistics seemed to.be opening up, one after another, new inventories
of descriptive and analytical tools of considerable precision for the study
of language, it was only natural that efforts were made to apply the
“precise tools” to the analysis of literary style. John Spencer and Michael
Gregory’s monograph An Approach to the Study of Style (1964) was
one of the pioneer works representing these efforts. H.G Widdowson’s
article “An Approach to Stylistic Analysis” (1974) places its emphasis
on the role of stylistics in the teaching of literature and in language
learning.

The application of linguistic methods to literature in general and
to the different genres of fiction, poetry and drama is exemplified re-
spectively by an article by R. Ohmann: ‘‘Literature as Sentences”, an
article by G. Leech: “‘This Bread I Break’ — Language and Interpreta-
tion” (1965), an excerpt from G. Leech and M. Short’s book Stvie in
Fiction (1981) and a chapter from M. Coulthard’s An Introduction to
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Discourse Analyvsis (1977). §. P. Thorne’s “Generative Grammar and
Stylistic Analysis™ (1970) is an illustration of how the principles of
generative gramma: are also found to he applicable to the stylistic

analysis of literary texts.

Although the application of techniques and concepts of modern
linguistics to the study of literature is sometimes given the name of
“new stylistics’ (e.g. in R. Fowler. 1975). it is only fair to point out that
its exponents have all along been clear about the tentative nature of the
new approach, as may be seen in these two passages included in the

present anthology:

It is in our decision to use descriptive linguistics as a component
in the study of style, a component which aids in developing, mod-
ifying, and making more explicit our responses to the use of language
in a text, it is in this that we diverge from, without rejecting or
ignoring, the lterary critic’s traditional approach,

John Spencer and Michael Gregory,

“An Approach to the Study of Style”

In brief, siylistics takes the language as primary and artistic
values are regarded as incidental to linguistic description: literars
criticism, on the other hand, takes artistie values as primary and
refers to language in so far as it serves as evidence tor aesthetic as-
sessments.  Stylistics renders an essential service to language learning
in that even if the learner does not develop an appreciation of litera-
ture as literature, he will have acquired an awareness of the way

language functions i at least this form of communication:  hie will



have developed an awareness of literature as language.
H. G. Widdowson, “An Approach
to Stylistic Analysis”

It is in this light that we view Stanley Fish’s “What Is Stylistics and
Why Are They Saying Such Terrible Things About ft ?” not as a repudia-
tion of stylistics, but both as a reminder that the limited purpose of
stylistics may sometimes be forgotten, and, more positively, as a call
for the improvement of the new approach by basing the analysis on the
reader’s experiences — a not uncommon practice in the traditional

approaches:

... I am calling not for the end of stylistics but for a new sty-
listics, what | have termed elsewhere an “affective” stylistics, in
which the focus of attention is shifted from the spatial context of
a page and its observable regularities to the temporal context of a
mind and its experiences.

Does this mean a return to the dreaded impressionism 7 Quite
the reverse. The demand for precision will be even greater because
the object of analysis is a process whose shape is continually chang-
ing. In orderto describe that shape, it will be necessary to make use
of all the information that formal characterizations of language can
provide, although that information will be viewed from a different

perspective ...
Stanley E. Fish, “What is Stylistics

and Why Are They ... 7?7

Stanley Fish’s criticism as well as Spencer and Widdowson’s reser-
vations justify a separate part which will give the readers some idea
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about “‘the literary critic's traditional approach”. We believe that one
has only to take into consideration the analytical depth of the articles in
PART THREE to feel convinced that, indeed. this approach should not
and could not have been “rejected and ignored™.

All the articles included in the three parts fall into the two cate-
gories of exposition and concrete analysis. The one general topic that
has been left out is the discussion of technicalities of analysis, which is
too varied to be captured with any degree of comprehensiveness in an

anthology of this size.

June, 1984 Cheng Yumin
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Discourse Analysis (1977). J. P. Thorne’s ““Generative Grammar and
Stylistic Analysis” (1970) is an illustration of how the principles of
generative grammar are also found to be applicable to the stylisti
Discourse Analysis (1977). ). P. Thorne’s “‘Generative Grammar and
Discourse Analysis (1977). J. P. Thorne’s “Generative Grammar and



I. M.A K. Halliday, A. Mclntosh and P. Strevens

The Users and Uses of Language
(Excerpts)

A dialect is a variety of a language distinguished according to the
user: different groups of people within the language community speak
different dialects. It is possible also to recognize varieties of a language
along another dimension; distinguished according to use. Language varies
as its function varies; it differs in different situations. The name given
to a variety of a language distinguished according to use is ‘register’.

The category of ‘register’ is needed when we want to account for
what people do with their language. When we observe language activity
in the various contexts in which it takes place, we find differences in the
type of language selected as appropriate to different types of situation.
There is no need to labour the point that a sports commentary, a church
service and a school lesson are linguistically quite distinct. One sentence
from any of these and many more such situation types would enable us
to identify it correctly. We know, for example, where ‘an early announce-
ment is expected’ comes from and ‘apologies for absence were received’;
these are not simply free variants of ‘we ought to hear soon’ and ‘was
sorry he couldn’t make it’.

It is not the event or state of affairs being talked about that deter-
mines the choice, but the convention that a certain kind of language is

appropriate to a certain use. We should be surprised, for example, if it
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was announced on the carton of our toothpaste that the product was
‘just right for cleaning false teeth’ instead of ‘ideal for cleansing artificial
dentures’. We can often guess the source of a piece of English from
familiarity with its use: ‘mix well’ probably comes from a recipe, al-
though the action of mixing is by no means limited to cookery — and
‘mixes well” is more likely to be found in a testimonial. .

The choice of items from the wrong register, and the mixing of items
from different registers, are among the most frequent mistakes made
by non-native speakers of a language. If an L, English speaker uses, in
conversation, a dependent clause with modal ‘should’, such as ‘should
you like another pint of beer, ..’, where a native speaker would use a
dependent clause with ‘if’, he is selecting from the wrong register. Trans-
ference of this kind is not limited to foreigners, the native schoolboy
may transfer in the opposite direction, writing in his Shakespeare essay
‘it was all up w1:th Lear, who couldn’t take any more of it’.

Linguistic humour often depends on the inappropriate choice and
the mixing of registers: P. G. Wodehouse exploits this device very effec-
tively. Fifty years ago the late George Robey used to recite a version of
‘The house that Jack built’ which ended as follows: ... that disturbed the
equanimity of the domesticated feline mammal that exterminated the
noxious rodent that masticated the farinaceous produce deposited in
the domiciliary edifice erected by Master John'.

Dialects tend to differ primarily, and always to some extent. in
substance. Registers, on the other hand, differ primarily in form. Some
registers, it is true, have distinctive features at other levels, such as the
voice quality associated with the register of church services. But the
crucial criteria of any given register are to be found in its grammar and its
lexis. Probably lexical features are the most obvious. Some lexical items
suffice almost by themselves to iderttify a certain register; ‘cleanse’ puts
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us in the language of advertising, ‘probe’ of newspapers, especially head-
lines, ‘tablespoonful’ of recipes or prescriptions, ‘neckline’ of fashion
reporting or dressmaking instructions. The clearest signals of a particular
register are scientific technical terms, except those that belong to more
than one science, like ‘morphology’ in biology and linguistics.

Often it is not the lexical item alone but the collocation of two or
more lexical items that is specific to one register. ‘Kick’ is ﬁresumably
neutral, but ‘free kick’ is from the language of football. Compare the
disc jockey’s ‘top twenty’; ‘thinned right down" at the ‘hairdresser’s
(but ‘thinned out’ in the garden); and the collocation of ‘heart’ and
‘bid’ by contrast with ‘heart’ and ‘beat’.

Purely grammatical distinctions between the different registers
are less striking, yet there can be considerable variation in grammar also,
Extreme cases are newspaper headlines and church services; but many
other registers, such as sports conunentaries and popular songs, exhibit
specific grammatical characteristics. Sometimes, for example, in the
language of advertising, it is the combination of grammatijcal and lexical
features that is distinctive. ‘Pioneers in self-drive car hire’ is an iustance
of a fairly restricted grammatical structure. The collocation of the last
four lexical items is normal encugh in other structures, as in ‘why don’t
you hire a car and drive yourself ?°; but their occurrence in this structure,
and in collocation with an item like ‘pioneer” or ‘specialist’, is readily
identifiable as an advertising slogan.

Registers are not marginal or special varieties of language. Between
them they cover the total range of our language activity, It is only by
reference to the various situations, and situation types, in whicl: fan-
guage is used that we can understand its functioning and 1ts efiective-
ness. Language is not realized in the abstract: it is realized as the activity

of people in siguations, as linguistic events which are manifested in 4
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particular dialect and register.

No one suggests, of course, that the various registers characteristic
of different types of situation have nothing in common. On the contrary,
a great deal of grammatical and lexical material is common to many of
the registers of a given language, and some perhaps to all. If this was
not so we could not speak of ‘a language’ in this sense at all, just as we
should not be able to speak of ‘a language’ in the sense of a dialect con-
tinuum if there was not a great deal in common among the different
dialects.

But there tends to be more difference between events in different
registers than between different events in one register. If we failed to
note these differences of register, we should be ignoring an important
aspect of the nature and functioning of language. Our descriptions of
languages would be inaccurate and our attempts to teach them to for-
eigners made vastly more difficult.

It is by their formal properties that registers are defined. If two
samples of language activity from what, on non-linguistic grounds, could
be considered different situation-types show no differences in grammar
or lexis, they are assigned to one and the same register: for the purposes
of the description of the language there is only one situation-type here,
not two. For this reason a large amount of linguistic analysis is required
before registers can be identified and described. It is one thing to make a
general description of English, accounting, to a given degree of delicacy,
for all the features found in some or other variety of the language. Most
native speakers will agree on what is and what is not possible, and the
areas of disagreement are marginal. It is quite another thing to find
out the special characteristics of a given register: to describe for example
the language of consultations between doctor and patient in the surgery.

For such a purpose very large samples of textual material are needed.
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Moreover much of the language activity that needs to be studied takes
place in situations where it is practically impossible to make tape re-
cordings. It is not surprising, therefore, that up to now we know very
little about the various registers of spoken English. Even studies of
the written language have only recently begun to be made from this
point of view. For this reason we are not yet in a position to talk ac-
curately about registers; there is much work to be done before the
concept is capable of detailed application.

While we still lack a detailed description of the registers of a lan-
guage on the basis of their formal properties, it is nevertheless useful
to refer to this type of language variety from the point of view of institu-
tional iinguistics. There is enough evidence for us to be able to recog-
nize the major situation types to which formally distinct registers cor-
respond; others can be predicted and defined from outside language.
A number of different lines of demarcation have been suggested for
this purpose. It seems most useful to introduce a classification along
three dimensions, each representing an aspect of the situations in which
language operates and the part played by language in them. Registers,
in this view, may be distinguished according to field of discourse, mode
of discourse and style of discourse.

‘Field of discourse’ refers to what is going on: to the area of opera-
tion of the language activity. Under this heading, registers are classified
according to the nature of the whole event of which the language activity
forms a part. In the type of situation in which the language activity
accounts for practically the whole of the relevant activity, such as an
essay, a discussion or an academic seminar, the field of discourse is the
subject-matter. On this dimension of classification, we can recognize
registers such as politics and personal relations, and technical registers

like biology and mathematics.



