Lecture 2


STYLISTIC CLASSIFICATION OF THE ENGLISH VOCABULARY

1. General Classifications

In accordance with the division of the language into literary and colloquial, the whole of the word-stock of the English language is divided into three main layers: the literary layer, the neutral layer and the colloquial layer.

The aspect of the neutral layer is its universal character, which makes it unrestricted in use. It can be employed in all styles of language and in all spheres of human activity. It is this feature that makes the neutral layer the most stable of all. Neutral words constituting the bulk of the English vocabulary are used in both literary and colloquial layers of language. They are the main source of synonymy and polysemy. They are most prolific in terms of producing new meanings. Unlike literary or colloquial words which bear distinct stylistic colouring, neutral words are not marked stylistically. 

The aspect of the colloquial layer of words is its lively spoken character. It is this that makes it unstable, fleeting. Colloquial layer is limited to a definite language community or confined to a special locality where it circulates. 
The aspect of the literary layer is its markedly bookish character. It is this that makes the layer more or less stable.

The common literary, neutral and common colloquial words are grouped under the term Standard English Vocabulary. Other words in the literary layer are regarded as special literary vocabulary and those in the colloquial layer are regarded as special colloquial (non-literary) vocabulary. The accompanying diagram (!) illustrates this classification graphically. The following synonyms illustrate the relations that exist between the neutral, literary and colloquial words in the English language.
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Both literary and colloquial words have their upper and lower ranges. The upper range of literary words approaches the neutral layer and has a markedly obvious tendency to pass into that layer. The same may be said of the upper range of the colloquial layer: it can very easily pass into the neutral layer. The lines of demarcation between common colloquial and neutral, on the one hand, and common literary and neutral, on the other, are blurred. It is here that the process of interpenetration of the stylistic strata becomes most apparent.

3. SPECIAL LITERARY VOCABULARY

a) Terms

One of the essential characteristics of a term is its highly conventional character. A term is generally very easily coined and easily accepted; and new coinages as easily replace the out-dated ones. The second most characteristic feature of a term is its direct relevance to the system or set of terms used in a particular science, discipline or art.

Terms are mostly and predominantly used in special works dealing with the notions of some branch of science. Therefore it may be said that they belong to the style of language of science. But their use is not confined to this style. They may as well appear in other styles – in newspaper style, in the publicistic style, and practically in all other existing styles of language. But their function in this case changes.



b) Poetic and Highly Literary Words

Poetic words form a rather insignificant layer of the special literary vocabulary. They are mostly archaic or very rarely used highly literary words which aim at producing an elevated effect. They have a marked tendency to detach themselves from the common literary word-stock and gradually assume the duality of terms denoting certain definite notions and calling forth poetic diction.

Poetic words and expressions are called upon to sustain the special elevated atmosphere of poetry. This may be said to be the main function of poetic words.

Poetic words are not freely built in contrast to neutral, colloquial, common literary words, or terms. The commonest word-building means for them is compounding, e.g. 'young-eyed ', 'rosy-fingered'.

c) ARCHAIC, OBSOLESCENT and OBSOLETE-WORDS

The word-stock of a language is in an increasing state of change. Words change their meaning and sometimes drop out of language altogether. New words spring up and replace the old ones.

There are three stages distinguished in the aging process of words. These stages divide all the outdated words into three groups: obsolescent, obsolete and archaic proper. The words which are at the beginning of their aging process, gradually passing out of general use are called obsolescent. Such are the morphological forms belonging to the earlier stages of the English language development. E.g. the ME pronoun thou and its forms thee, thy and thine; the corresponding verbal ending - est and the verb-forms art, wilt (thou makest, thou wilt) and the ending - (e)th instead of -(e)s (he maketh).

The second group of archaic words is made of those which have already gone completely out of use but are still recognized by the English-speaking community: e.g. methinks (- it seems to me), nay (-no). These words are called obsolete.

The third group, which may be called archaic proper, are the words which were in use in Old English and have by now either dropped out of the language entirely or have changed in their appearance so much that they have become unrecognizable, e.g., troth (=faith); a losel (= a worthless, lazy fellow)
d) BARBARISMS AND FOREIGN1SMS

In the vocabulary of the English language there is a considerable layer of words called barbarisms. These are words of foreign origin which have not entirely been assimilated into the English language. They bear the appearance of a borrowing and are felt as something alien to the native tongue. Like archaisms, they are considered to be on the outskirts of the literary language.

Most of them have corresponding English synonyms; e.g. chic (= stylish) bon mot (=a clever witty saying)'; en passant (= in passing); ad infinitum (= to infinity), viz. (namely) and many other words and phrases.

Foreign words are the words which, though broadly used in present-day English for certain stylistic purposes, do not belong to the English vocabulary and are not registered by English dictionaries. E.g. solo, blitzkrieg, perestroika, etc. These words have no actual referents in the recipient culture and so they have to be explained.

e) LITERARY COINAGES (INCLUDING NONCE-WORDS)

There is a term in linguistics which by its very nature is ambiguous.  This term id neologism usually defined as "a new word or a new meaning for an established word".

Every period in the development of a language produces an enormous number of new words or new meanings of established words. Most of them do not live long. They are not meant to live long. They are, as it were, coined for use at the moment of speech, and therefore possess a peculiar property - that of temporariness.

The coining of new words generally arises first of all with the need to designate new concepts resulting from the development of science and also with the need to express nuances of meaning called forth by a deeper understanding of the nature of the phenomenon in question. It may also be the result of a search for a more economical, brief and compact form of utterance which proves to be a more expressive means of communicating the idea.

Among new coinages of a literary-bookish type must be mentioned a considerable layer of words appearing in the publicity style, mainly in newspaper articles and magazines, and also in the newspaper style - mostly in newspaper headlines.

Another type of neologism is the nonce-word, i.e. a word coined to suit one particular occasion. Nonce-words remain on the outskirts of the literary language and not infrequently remind us of the writers who coined them. They are created to designate some insignificant subjective idea or evaluation of a thing or phenomenon and generally become moribund. They rarely pass into the language as legitimate units of the vocabulary, but they remain in the language as constant manifestations of its innate power of word-building.

"Let me say in the beginning that even if I wanted to avoid Texas I could not, for I am wived in Texas, and mother-in-lawed, and uncled, and aunted, and cousined within an inch of my life," (J.   Steinbeck)

The past participles mother-in-lawed, uncled, aunted and cousined are coined for the occasion on the analogy of wived and can hardly be expected to be registered by English dictionaries as ordinary English words.
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