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Chapter 1

Introducing Style

IR 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 writ-
ing, 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 to pin it down in terms of its characteristics, scope of analysis, its true na-
ture, 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!
c. No spitting.

These three sentences give the same direction: 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 mean-
ing of the word unless they consult a big dictionary. The second is colloquial, in-
formal, 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] a. My beloved parent has joined the heavenly choir.
b. My dear father has passed away.
c. My father has died.



d. My old man has kicked the bucket.

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 still 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 an everyday kind
of expression with no emotions revealed, said on an informal occasion, address-
ing his peers or friends. [1.2]d is slangy, said on 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 pur-

poses. See if you can find out the linguistic devices used in the following limerick:

[1.3] A flea and a fly in a flue
Were imprisoned, so what could they do?
Said the fly, “Let us flee,”
Said the flea, “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 dif-
ferent 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 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
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