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Stylistics, fluency, and language teaching

DAVID CRYSTAL

Asserting the relevance of anything to language teaching is invariably
a temerarious task, especially if one is a linguist, and not (except, perhaps,
occasionally and mercenarily) a language teacher. But to make such a claim
for stylistics, in the general sense in which I shall be using the term, seems to
provide an absolutely safe and unimpeachable line for a temerarious linguist
to take. The basic arguments are simple (indeed, to the unsympathetic, so
obvious that it is surprising to see authors dwelling on them at such length),
and have been frequently made over the past few years (as in Halliday,
MclIntosh & Strevens, 1964; Davies, 1968; or, more recently, Halls, 1970), so
much so that it is nowadays almost a truism — at least, in the context of
conferences of the present kind — to say that language teaching, whether
mother-tongue or foreign, needs to recognise the fact of language variation
within language, and to cope with it in some way. I shall therefore take it as
axiomatic in this paper that language teachers, for various reasons (which I
shall refer to below), wish to be aware of the range of systematic, situationally-
distinctive variation in language, wish to make their students aware of it (at
least as a theoretical terminus ad quem), and thus require techniques which will
identify, classify, and, ultimately, explain the linguistic basis of this variation.
Linguistics has undoubtedly been the main factor which has influenced the
development of this situation; hence it is only natural that teachers, or teacher-
trainers, who feel in need of information on these topics, will turn to linguistics
for further assistance. And the point of the present paper is to ask frankly
whether they will get it — or rather (to make my point of view clear from the
very outset) to examine some of the theoretical reasons underlying why, in the
present stae of the art, they will be unlikely to get it.

Before developing this point, a terminologal note is perhaps necessary.
Stylistics for me is the linguistic study of systematic, situationally-distinctive,
intra-language variation. By Ssituation’ I am referring to that sub-set of non-
linguistic variables which a (linguistically untrained) native speaker can in-
tuitively identify as accounting for a particular selection of linguistic features
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in a given (spoken or written) utterance.! ‘Feature’, in this definition, refers to
any bit of speech or writing which may be singled out from language and
discussed — a particular word, morpheme, sentence, structural relationship,
etc. Now the above definition of stylistics means that my view of the subject
is an extremely broad one — it subsumes both literary and dialectal use, for
instance — and a word of explanation for this breadth of definition may be
useful at this point. It seems to me that stylistics cannot be meaningfully res-
tricted to the study of literary texts only, as the linguistic explication of such
texts is theoretically dependent on the prior explication of non-literary variation
(I am not of course suggesting this as a necessary pedagogical procedure). To
recapitulate the argument I have used elsewhere (see Crystal & Davy, 1969 :
79f) : literature is in principle mimetic of the totality of human experience —
by which I mean that there is no subject-matter or mode of linguistic expression
which is a priori incapable of being introduced into a work which, by critical
consensus, will be considered literary. But the phrase ‘the totality of human
experience’ comprehends linguistic experience, as well as all else; and con-
sequently we have to argue that the identity of literary expression is, in large
part, definable only by relating it to the range of linguistic forms available in
the community as a whole, which the writer has, consciously or otherwise,
drawn upon. In The Waste Land, for instance, we find lines reflecting conversa-
tional, legal, religious, scientific, archaic, and other kinds of English, as well
as bits of other languages. Clearly, in order to appreciate anything of the
purpose of this combination of effects, we have first of all to recognise their
presence in the text, and this in turn reduces to a question of the extent of our
previous linguistic experience, and our conscious awareness of it. Another
example would be the way in which stylisticians relate their observations about
linguistic originality (or deviance) in literature to ‘ordinary’ language, in some
sense (cf. Leech, 1969, and references there). As a result, I think it is essential
to argue for a definition of stylistics which subsumes all systematic variation
within a language accountable for by postulating that its occurrence is restricted
(in some probabilistic sense) to norms of behaviour characterising social groups
or (secondarily) individuals.

The question of what ‘upper bound’ to give the domain of a stylistic
theory — in other words, how widely does the notion of ‘social group’ extend?
— is not in my view answerable at the present time, and I do not propose to
take up a position on this issue here. One might, for instance, decide on a fairly
restricted definition, seeing stylistics as the study of the range of situationally
conditioned choices available to native speakers, and of the varieties which
sets of these choices constitute, thus excluding such variation as is studied under

' T thus wish to distinguish this from the more general sense of ‘situation’ used in some
approaches to language teaching, where it is argued that new linguistic forms should
always be presented with a distinct ‘situational context’, which makes the form
meaningful to the learner (cf. Wilkins, 1971). Only a sub-set of situational constraints
are referred to in my use of the term — namely, those which account for the selection
of one rather than another of a set of well-formed linguistic alternatives. For further
discussion, see Richterich & Marchl (1970). A detailed analysis of the variables referred
to in my definition is to be found in Crystal & Davy, 1969.
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the heading of dialectology (either regional, social, or historical) on the grounds
that choice, in any meaningful sense, is rarely a relevant factor in the linguistic
analysis of these situations. Dialect features are background features, in this
view, unaltering and unalterable features of a person’s sociolinguistic identity,
against which stylistic features can be seen to operate. On the other hand, one
might decide to play down the criterial status of choice as being too unverifiable
and too speaker-orientated, and concentrate instead on a holistic approach
to the analysis of an utterance’s extra-linguistic information, seeing dialect
features alongside other features of social status, occupation, and the like, in
an integrated model, all contributing to a speaker’s sociolinguistic ‘profile’.
Which of these approaches (or any other) is likely to produce good results is
not demonstrable until such time as a vast amount more data has been accum-
ulated illustrating the nature of the supposed situationally-conditioned linguistic
distinctiveness. On this topic, we are, very much, thinking in the dark : we are
trying to solve a theoretical issue without having any clear idea as to the nature
or extent of the problem in the primary data which the theory is supposed to
be accounting for. For historical and methodological reasons, three ‘branches’
of study have developed — stylistics, sociolinguistics, and dialectology (this list
could of course be extended). But the existence of these branches does not mean
to say that the data, when we have analysed it, will best be accounted for in
terms of a model which recognises these distinctions. We shall have to see. And
meanwhile, it seems useless to go into questions of boundary-definition : it is
certainly a red herring to raise this issue as a problem when one is trying to
relate stylistics to a field such as language teaching. Any stylistic model is
inevitably going to be to some extent arbitrary at present; and practical con-
siderations are going to be primary in any questions of evaluation.

What the previous paragraph amounts to is the assertion that in this
field, as in so many others in contemporary linguistics, theorizing has gone far
ahead of experimental evidence, and as a result, pseudo-procedures and
pseudo-problems have multiplied. The problem is not simply that few experi-
ments have been carried out; rather, there have been few hypotheses formulated
in ways which are testable — and indeed, a concern to think in terms of
rigorous hypothesis-testing at all is sadly lacking in the published literature.
But sophisticated speculation, no matter how stimulating, is not science. And
surely this is the point. If the linguist is supposed to be claiming that his ap-
proach to stylistic variation is valuable, because of its scientific basis, then he
must live according to his beliefs, and work in a scientific way. I know lip-
service is paid to many a scientific notion in this connection : we frequently
hear talk of stylistics being, or needing to be, ‘objective’, ‘systematic’, and
‘explicit’ — I have said this myself on many occasions. Moreover, I believe that
such scientificness is indeed possible, and will be beneficial in the way in which
present-day linguists claim. But I have come to believe that we are fooling
ourselves if we think that what passes for stylistics at the moment is scientific
in any genuine sense. Because we have had a few successes in analysis, and a
generally favourable reaction from the language-teaching world, this does not
constitute a validation of any theory or method. There are many brilliant
stylistic analysts who are not linguists, many teachers who did successful

36



