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Preface 

THIS book is intended as an elementary introduction to statistics 
for those who wish to make use of statistical techniques in the study 
of literature. There are many elementary textbooks of statistics on the 
market, but they are all aimed at students in the natural or social 
sciences. In general they are unsuitable for scholars in the humanities 
because they presuppose too great a facility in mathematics and 
because they fail to emphasize or illustrate the application of statisti-
cal methods to literary material. To the best of my knowledge there 
exists no elementary statistical text in English written with the needs 
and interests of the literary student specifically in mind. 

The reader of the present book is not assumed to have any math-
ematical competence beyond a rusty memory of junior school arith-
metic and algebra. The illustrations in the text have been carefully 
chosen to make the calculations involved as simple as possible. The 
exercises have been carefully selected so that the calculation of the 
relevant statistics will be possible for anyone who can remember how 
to do long division. (They will not involve, for instance, the extraction 
of difficult square roots.) All these problems can be solved without 
the aid of a slide-rule, pocket calculator, or computer. To facilitate 
the solutions in this way the literary texts have occasionally been 
slightly doctored, and the statistics obtained are not usually of any 
literary interest except as illustrations of technique. Had the examples 
been less artificially chosen, the calculation would have been cum-
brous without an aid such as a calculator, but the results would have 
been of greater interest from a literary point of view. 

Any reader who proposes to become a serious student of literary 
statistics will have to acquire, sooner or later, a suitable calculator. 
However, the book is so designed that no one should need a calcula-
tor to follow the argument of the text or work out the exercises. 
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Calculators are now available at reasonable prices which not only 
facilitate the computation of statistics but also dispense with the con-
sultation of statistical tables. For this reason the number of tables 
included in this volume has been kept down to the minimum necess-
ary to introduce the various techniques involved to the reader who 
has not yet acquired a calculator. 

The present book covers approximately the same ground as that in 
any first-year statistics textbook: it differs from other books in that it 
places emphasis on those techniques which are most useful in literary 
contexts and in the choice of examples drawn almost entirely from 
literary and linguistic material. 

Like the readers for whom this book is intended, I came to stat-
istics as a mathematical ignoramus with a purely humanistic back-
ground. I therefore owe a great deal to the text-books of other writers 
from which I have learnt. In acknowledging my debt to them, I shall 
also explain that they still seemed to leave room for a textbook aimed 
at a specifically humanistic audience. 

The three textbooks I found most helpful were Donald Ary and 
Lucy Cheser Jacobs, Introduction to Statistics: Purposes and Pro-
cedures; Evelyn Caulcott, Significance Tests; George W. Snedecor 
and William G. Cochran, Statistical Methods. The first is the most 
clearly written and easily intelligible introduction to descriptive stat-
istics I have encountered; the second gives the fullest coverage, at an 
elementary level, to the branch of inferential statistics which is most 
useful to the literary scholar. Both books, however, are aimed at the 
social scientist and draw their examples from sociology and econ-
omics and related fields. The third is considerably more advanced than 
the first two and progresses much further than the present volume. It 
contains much information that is useful to the literary statistician, 
but it is difficult going for someone without a mathematical back-
ground, and it is particularly oriented towards the agriculture, medi-
cal and biological sciences. 

Charles Muller's Initiation aux Methodes de la Statistique Linguis-
tique is aimed at very much the same audience as the present book. 
However, there were a number of reasons why it seemed preferable to 
write a new book rather than to translate Müller for an English 
audience. In the first place, Muller's examples, naturally enough, are 
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drawn mainly from French literature and in particular from his own 
work on Corneille. In the second place, the book lacks exercises and 
would be difficult to use without the separately published Exercises 
$Application as an elementary textbook. But any reader of the 
present book will be able to read Müller with pleasure and profit. 

The present book, while introducing the reader to the use of stat-
istical techniques in literary context, does not attempt any general 
evaluation of the merits of statistical stylometry; rather it attempts to 
put the reader in a position to make such evaluations for himself. 
There are a number of books canvassing the value of stylometry: a 
recent and lively one is A. Q. Morton's Literary Detection. Morton is 
an energetic and imaginative pioneer in the field, and most of his 
books contain a brief introduction to statistical methods; but in my 
view his presentation of these methods is too brisk and allusive to 
provide an initiation for the innumerate beginner. 

I am very much indebted to N. D. Thomson who eliminated many 
errors from an early draft of this book. Responsibility for errors 
which remain is, of course, my own. 

ANTHONY KENNY 
Balliol, January 1981 
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