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Abstract 

This study investigates the interplay between clarity and complexity in George Orwell’s essays through 

a corpus-based stylistic analysis of lexical density and structural patterns. Drawing on Halliday’s 

(1985, 1994) model, lexical density was calculated as the proportion of lexical items nouns, main verbs, 

adjectives, and adverbs to total tokens across seven selected essays: Shooting an Elephant, A Hanging, 

Politics and the English Language, Why I Write, Looking Back on the Spanish War, Marrakech, and 

The Prevention of Literature. The compiled corpus of approximately 30,000 tokens was processed using 

AntConc 4.0.13, with custom stoplists applied to isolate lexical words. Findings reveal a remarkable 

consistency in lexical density across most essays, ranging from 51% to 55%, indicating Orwell’s 

balanced integration of content-rich vocabulary with functional words that sustain readability. The 

notable exception, Shooting an Elephant (37.8%), reflects a narrative mode reliant on descriptive 

immersion and pacing. Structural analysis demonstrates Orwell’s deliberate alternation between 

longer, syntactically dense sentences in argumentative passages and shorter, paratactic structures in 

descriptive or reflective segments. These patterns support Orwell’s rhetorical objectives by maintaining 

accessibility while embedding conceptual depth. The study contributes to both Orwell scholarship and 

corpus stylistics by offering quantifiable evidence of stylistic strategies that harmonise informational 

load with clarity, reinforcing Orwell’s reputation for precision and moral directness in prose. 

Keywords: George Orwell, corpus stylistics, lexical density, structural patterns, clarity, and complexity 

Introduction 

Literary critics often highlight Orwell’s hallmark clarity and moral commitment in prose. 

Charles Kaiser observes that Orwell’s “prose style and political convictions are generally more 

interesting than his life” and that he “made a virtue of being very ordinary” (as cited in Crick, 

1980, p. 5). Orwell's apparent modesty, as Kaiser presents it, was a deliberate literary choice 

part of the accessible, unadorned clarity that defines his style. This perspective highlights how 

Orwell’s straightforward language was not merely a byproduct of his character but an 

intentional stylistic device that served to enhance ethical and aesthetic clarity. From a critical 

standpoint, Orwell’s prose has been praised for its journalistic immediacy and lucidity. As a 

literary journalism scholar notes, Orwell embodied “the best elements of the journalistic style: 

immediacy, clarity, a sense of urgency, ... an economy of language even within colourful, 
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descriptive, eye-witness reportage” (Keeble, 2017, para. 6). This assessment reinforces the idea 

that Orwell’s stylistic precision served not ornamentation but incisive, reader-engaging 

communication qualities particularly pertinent when considering the balance of clarity and 

complexity in his essays. 

Within stylistics, the concept of lexical density, defined by Halliday (1985) as the proportion 

of content words to total words in a text, serves as a useful measure for gauging informational 

load. Structural patterns, including sentence complexity, clause coordination, and 

subordination, offer additional insight into how writers achieve particular stylistic effects. 

While Orwell’s style has been extensively discussed from a qualitative perspective, fewer 

studies have adopted quantitative, corpus-based approaches to examine how specific linguistic 

features contribute to the widely acknowledged balance between clarity and complexity in his 

prose. 

The stylistic qualities of Orwell’s essays have attracted considerable scholarly attention. 

Studies often foreground his moral vision, political engagement, and journalistic precision, 

framing him as an advocate of transparent prose that resists unnecessary ornamentation 

(Rodden, 1989; Meyers, 2000). While such assessments are insightful, they are frequently 

qualitative, drawing upon close reading and critical interpretation. This has left a gap in 

empirical linguistic analyses that can substantiate, refine, or challenge these claims with 

quantifiable evidence. In particular, questions remain about how Orwell’s clarity coexists with 

the richness of description and rhetorical force that critics have observed. 

Within the style field, the literal density defined by Halliday (1985) acts as a useful quantitative 

means of informative weight defined by Halliday (1985) for total words in a text. The high 

lexical density is often associated with written and formal records, while the low lexical density 

is spoken and in line with condensed records. Similarly, structural patterns such as sentence 

complexity, section coordination, and subordination rhythm, emphasis, and cognitive 

processing requirements for a text. Analysing these properties in Orwell -essays provides an 

opportunity to go beyond general details such as "clear" or "simple" and discover linguistic 

architecture that supports their communication goals. 

 

The corpus stylistics provides a methodical bridge between literary style analysis and empirical 

linguistic study. It is possible to determine the textual properties that contribute to their specific 

style by systematically analysing a corpus of essays by Orwell for lexical density and structural 

patterns. This approach is in accordance with modern stylish trends, where the corpus tool is 

used to increase justice and replication of the stylist details (Bieber et al., 1998 1998; Mickeyi 

& Hardy, 2012). In addition, it provides the possibility of redevelopment of Orwell's reputation: 

Is its clarity low lexical density and sentence composition a function of simplicity, or does the 

complexity remain below an accessible surface? 

 

This research adopts a corpus-based stylistic framework to bridge that gap. By analysing lexical 

density and structural patterns across a selection of Orwell’s essays, the study aims to move 

beyond impressionistic commentary and provide empirical evidence of how Orwell’s stylistic 

reputation is constructed at the linguistic level. Such an approach not only contributes to Orwell 

scholarship but also demonstrates the value of integrating corpus linguistics with literary 

stylistics to yield measurable insights into authorial technique. 

The purpose of this study is to analyse lexical density and structural patterns in the essays of 

George Orwell, to find out how clarity and complexity of their prose. Specific goals are: (1) to 

calculate the literal density of selected essays, (2) to identify the most important structural 
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patterns used by Orwell, and (3) to interpret how these linguistic features contribute to the 

stylistic profile that reduces their literary reputation. 

Research objectives 

1. To measure and analyse the lexical density of George Orwell’s selected essays in order 

to assess the informational load and its contribution to clarity and complexity in his 

prose. 

2. To identify and examine the dominant structural patterns in Orwell’s essays, focusing 

on how sentence structure, clause usage, and syntactic arrangement contribute to his 

distinctive stylistic balance. 

Research Questions 

1. How does the lexical density of George Orwell’s selected essays reflect the balance 

between clarity and complexity in his prose? 

2. What dominant structural patterns are present in Orwell’s essays, and how do these 

patterns contribute to his distinctive stylistic profile? 

Significance of the Study 

This study is important for both literature and applied linguistics. By checking the quantitative 

lexical density and structural patterns of George Orwell's essays, it provides empirical evidence 

to support or challenge the long-term important claims of their stylish clarity and accuracy. 

While Orwell has been studied a lot for their political thoughts and moral vision, low studies 

have analysed the underlying linguistic properties of their prose using systematic corpus-based 

methods. It researches the interval by combining stylistic theory with corpus language to 

produce conclusions that are both replication and data-driven. 

This study also contributes to widespread discussion in stylistics on how measures such as 

literary density and visual ceiling complexity can shed light on mutual activity between clarity 

and complexity in literary case prose. For literary critics, the results give an understanding of 

Orwell's craftsmanship, which is beyond the impressive decisions for linguistic details. For 

linguists, the study reflects the purpose of corpus methods for literary texts, which enriches the 

interdisciplinary dialogue between literary studies and linguistics. Ultimately, conclusions may 

indicate the educational approach to writing, how linguistic precision and stylistic effects can 

be emphasised together in effective prose. 

Literature Review 

Stylistics, as a branch of literary studies, has struggled with the complexity of long -term and 

analysis, especially between linguistic form and literary work. Herman et al. (2015) 

emphasized that styles have varied to a large extent in traditions, offering new approaches to 

empirical literary analysis with recent developments in calculation and corpus style. They argue 

for an operational definition that data production draws the literary stylistics of mainstream 

with the attached approaches, and recognizes the style as a different aesthetic value, official 

personality, deviations from the criteria, and the formal textual characteristics. Bradford (2013) 

notes in the same way that modern style works at the intersection of literature-related text and 

in the form of references, which reflects the literary language within widespread dialogue and 

cultural contexts. This double orientation requires stylistics to attract linguistic functions while 

on duty for artistic dimensions of literary texts. Bloomfield (1976) further creates stylistics in 

the broader area of poems, admits methods, but emphasizes its role in linking formal analysis 

with explanatory criticism. Manqoush and Al-Wadhaf (2021) strengthen this perspective, 

saying that general style often decreases in addressing the beauty and artistic qualities of 

literary works; Instead, they advocate literary stylistics as a special approach that captures both 

linguistic features and secret artistic equipment. Overall, these scholars emphasise that the 

study of literary style is not just a list of formal elements, but a nice test, a perspective that is 
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adopted by a nice study on the importance, aesthetic effects, and how the reader's explanatory 

experience shapes. 

Lexical density, a key stylistic device in literary and specialised discourse, refers to the ratio 

between lexical items, nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs and functional elements such as 

articles, conjunctions, auxiliaries, and pronouns, and is closely tied to the tone and 

communicative mode of a text (Halliday, 1985). In tourism English, Kang and Yu (2019) found 

that lexical density plays a significant role in shaping its distinctive style, with the Tourism 

English Corpus exhibiting a higher concentration of nouns and adjectives, including proper and 

scenic nouns, as well as descriptive and superlative adjectives, compared to the Freiburg-LOB 

Corpus of British English. These features contribute to a promotional tone and precise 

depiction of destinations. In poetry, lexical density functions differently, serving to encode 

complex and abstract human experiences. Mishra (2019) demonstrates that poets such as A. K. 

Ramanujan and Nissim Ezekiel strategically employ lexically dense structures when conveying 

intricate or cynical themes, and use lexically sparse forms when leaving interpretive gaps for 

the reader. Similarly, Goodarzi (2009) emphasises that poetic texts employ unique 

lexicalisation strategies and semantic field diversity to create self-contained “contexts of 

situation” (Halliday, 1985), leading readers to invest more processing effort and thereby 

heightening aesthetic appreciation. Her analysis, based on Hasan’s (1990) sense relations 

model, confirms a significant correlation between semantic field diversity and perceived 

aesthetic value. Collectively, these studies suggest that while lexical density in tourism 

discourse is primarily functional and persuasive, in poetry it is often aesthetic and interpretive, 

with both domains relying on precise lexical patterning to achieve their communicative goals. 

Structural patterns refer to the recurring arrangements of clauses, phrases, and sentences within 

a text, shaping its rhythm, coherence, and rhetorical effect (Crystal & Davy, 1969). These 

patterns can range from short, paratactic sentences that create immediacy and emphasis, to 

long, hypotactic constructions that allow for layered reasoning and detailed description. In 

stylistic analysis, identifying such patterns is essential for understanding an author’s 

characteristic “voice” and communicative strategies (Leech & Short, 2007). 

Syntactic density, sometimes called syntactic complexity, is closely related, measuring the 

degree to which sentences contain embedded clauses, nominalisations, and other structures that 

increase informational load without increasing the number of independent clauses (Biber et al., 

1999). High-level syntax sealing is often associated with academic and legal records, where 

accurate and comprehensive information requires close levels of detail (Bear and Negi, 2009). 

In contrast, low syntax sealing is characterised by conjunctival styles, which prefer access to 

compatible information and immediate. Research suggests that a writer's syntax density 

manipulation is a deliberate stylistic alternative. Vedder et al. (2020) demonstrated that high 

syntax density is correlated with formality and the notion of intellectual rigour, but can reduce 

immediate readability if not balanced with clarity-enhancing elements. While examining the 

Indian English poetry, Mishra (2019) found that the length and section structure of different 

sentences allowed authors to speed up the cognitive weight of the reader in the lesson, reflecting 

emotional changes in the text. 

In prose, especially in essays, syntax density works with a literal density to shape clarity and 

rhetorical power. Orwell's essays are often famous for the openness of their style, but a careful 

inspection reveals a controlled alternative among the sentence's dense sentences that often 

provide rhythm and relief in logic and small, simple phrases. This pattern corresponds to 

Holiday (1985) that syntax structures are not only grammatical requirements, but are capable 

of resources, signalling authority, emphasis, or conjunctive commitment to finances. For a 

corpus-based stylistic analysis, structural patterns and syntax density can be measured using a 
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matrix such as the frequency of perfection conditions, average sentence length, and 

subordination versus coordination. These measures, when applied to Orwell’s essays, can 

reveal whether his celebrated clarity arises from low syntactic density, strategic alternation, or 

other structural techniques.  

Corpus-based stylistics has emerged over the past two decades as a robust interdisciplinary 

approach that brings together the quantitative tools of corpus linguistics and the interpretive 

frameworks of stylistics. McIntyre and Walker (2019) define the field not merely as the 

application of corpus methods to literary texts but more fruitfully as the application of theories, 

models, and frameworks from stylistics to corpus analysis; this framing emphasises that corpus 

stylistics is paradigmatic as well as methodological (McIntyre & Walker, 2019). Early 

advocates argued that corpus methods could “bridge the gap” between linguistic description 

and literary interpretation by revealing recurrent lexical and syntactic patterns that warrant 

close qualitative reading (Mahlberg, 2007). Subsequent work has elaborated the conceptual 

building blocks of the enterprise foregrounding, deviation, and parallelism and shown how 

these stylistic concepts can be operationalized and tested across large text samples (McIntyre 

& Walker, 2019). 

Methodologically, corpus-based stylistics negotiates a position between purely quantitative and 

purely qualitative analysis. Authors promote a spectrum of practices from corpus-informed 

(using large reference corpora such as the BNC to check intuitions) to corpus-driven 

approaches that let the data generate hypotheses about salient patterns (McIntyre & Walker, 

2019; Wijitsopon, 2013). Key analytical techniques include frequency profiling, keyness, 

collocation, and semantic prosody, as well as the identification of clusters and lexical bundles; 

these techniques help locate candidate features for deeper interpretive work (McIntyre & 

Walker, 2019; Biber, 2011). Semino and Short (2004) demonstrate how corpus annotation and 

mixed quantitative–qualitative analysis yield more reliable taxonomies for complex 

phenomena such as speech, writing, and thought presentation, showing the benefits of 

combining annotation with corpus queries for nuanced stylistic description (Semino & Short, 

2004). 

Applications of corpus stylistics span authorial profiling, genre description, discourse 

presentation and characterisation, with monographs and case studies on Dickens, Austen and 

contemporary fiction exemplifying the productivity of the approach (Mahlberg, 2013; 

Wijitsopon, 2013; Hoover et al., 2014). Studies of Dickensian prose, for instance, use cluster 

analysis to connect repeated lexical patterns to local textual functions such as characterisation 

and body-language description (Mahlberg, 2013). More generally, corpus stylistics has proven 

especially useful where intuition alone is liable to overlook statistically robust but subtle 

patterns: corpus methods can surface low-salience yet recurrent features that merit interpretive 

attention (Biber, 2011; McIntyre & Walker, 2019). 

At the same time, the literature records an important methodological debate. Some scholars 

caution against portraying corpus techniques as inherently superior to traditional stylistic 

methods; corpus methods expand the quantity and systematicity of data, but they do not by 

themselves guarantee interpretive validity (Fischer-Starcke, 2010; McIntyre, 2015). Critics 

argue that corpus stylistics must integrate qualitative frameworks (e.g., cognitive and close-

reading approaches) to explain why particular patterns produce particular effects for readers, 

and to avoid mistaking statistical regularity for stylistic significance (McIntyre, 2015; Adolphs, 

2006). This call for integration has led to proposals for an “integrated corpus stylistics” that 

combines corpus-driven discovery with theory-driven, context-sensitive interpretation 

(McIntyre, 2015). In short, the current consensus in the literature is that corpus tools are 

powerful for locating and describing stylistic tendencies, but robust stylistic explanation 
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depends on triangulating corpus findings with established interpretive and theoretical lenses 

(Leech & Short, 1981; Short, 1996; Stockwell, 2010). 

Overall, the field of corpus-based stylistics is now characterised by methodological pluralism: 

researchers leverage large corpora and statistical techniques to surface patterns, while drawing 

on traditional stylistic concepts and cognitive or pragmatic theories to interpret those patterns. 

This mixed-methods orientation, exemplified across foundational studies and recent 

monographs, positions corpus stylistics as a productive middle ground capable of both 

systematic description and rich literary interpretation (McIntyre & Walker, 2019; Semino & 

Short, 2004; Mahlberg, 2013). 

George Orwell’s prose and fiction have attracted sustained stylistic and linguistic analysis 

because of the tight link between his language and his political themes. Many recent studies 

converge on two interrelated claims: (1) Orwell’s characteristic plain style — marked by clarity, 

economy and moral directness is a deliberate rhetorical and ethical choice that serves his 

political critique; and (2) his lexical and syntactic choices (including neologisms such as 

Newspeak) are instrumental in constructing dystopian reality and manipulating readers’ 

perceptions of power and ideology (Justman, 1983/1984; Meyers, 2005; Zolyan, 2015). 

Scholars focusing on Orwell’s fiction demonstrate how literary and rhetorical devices enact 

ideological critique. Analyses of Animal Farm show that Orwell uses a concentrated set of 

literary and rhetorical devices metaphor, irony, allegory, repetition, and focalized diction — to 

dramatize themes of deception, betrayal and political corruption; stylistic analysis reveals how 

these devices map onto character roles and ideological shifts in the narrative (Ali, Bashir, & 

Ajmal, 2019.). Similarly, studies of Nineteen Eighty-Four emphasize Orwell’s lexical and 

syntactic design: the novel’s pervasive negative lexis, frequent use of negation and modal 

constructions, and the systematic invention of Newspeak work together to produce the novel’s 

atmosphere of helplessness and epistemic control (Ariremako, Ogunrinde, & Adetoso, 2023). 

These micro-level manipulations of nouns and adjectives, verb patterns, and clause structure 

are not ornamental but central to creating the reader’s experience of dystopia. 

Critical work on Orwell’s “plain style” situates his prose in a longer intellectual tradition and 

links stylistic simplicity to moral clarity. Justman (1983/1984) argues that Orwell’s plainness 

derives from the Enlightenment/empiricist emphasis on separating word from thing and on 

exposing evidence plainly to the reader; this underpins Orwell’s trust in description as a vehicle 

of truth. Meyers (2005) and others likewise stress that Orwell’s economy and lucidity are 

aesthetic choices that amplify political argument: plain language in Orwell is a weapon against 

obfuscation and euphemistic political discourse. However, scholars also note a tension: 

although Orwell champions clarity, his texts often blur fact and fiction and deploy rhetorical 

devices (irony, allegory, invented vocabulary) that complicate simple referential transparency 

(Justman, 1983/1984). 

Beyond stylistic description, theorists have connected Orwell’s linguistic practices to semantic 

and pragmatic models of political discourse. Zolyan (2015) reads Orwell through modern 

semantics and pragmatics: political language (as dramatized in Nineteen Eighty-Four) does not 

merely refer; it constructs domains of possible worlds (past/future, ought/ought-not) and 

thereby multiplies referential force. From this perspective, Newspeak and political double-

speak are performative and intentional: they reshape what can be thought and said, reinforcing 

power by constraining possible interpretations. Such accounts place Orwell not only in literary 

or rhetorical studies but also within debates in sociolinguistics and semantics about how 

language shapes political reality (Zolyan, 2015). 

Methodologically, studies of Orwell combine close stylistic reading with broader lexical-field, 

semantic-field, or corpus-informed techniques. For example, lexical-field (word-field) 
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approaches highlight how clusters of semantically related words create a mosaic of meaning 

that supports characterisation and atmosphere (Ariremako et al., 2023). Stylistic inventories — 

cataloguing devices across phonology, syntax, and semantics — show how repeated, patterned 

choices produce cumulative rhetorical effects (Ali et al., 2022). At the same time, reviewers 

and methodologists caution that quantitative or corpus tools alone cannot replace interpretive 

insight: statistical patterns need to be mediated by theories of foregrounding, reader response, 

and historical context to yield robust literary explanations (Mahlberg; McIntyre & Walker, as 

discussed in broader corpus-stylistics literature). 

While existing scholarship on stylistics, lexical density, structural patterns, syntactic density, 

and corpus-based stylistics has yielded valuable insights into Orwell’s language particularly in 

Animal Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four, there remains a notable gap in systematically 

integrating these strands within a unified, corpus-based framework that quantitatively measures 

and qualitatively interprets both structural patterns and syntactic density in Orwell’s non-fiction 

prose. Much of the current research either focuses on literary and rhetorical devices at a 

qualitative level or applies corpus methods to discrete stylistic features (e.g., lexical density, 

keyness, collocation) without fully examining how these features interact to produce Orwell’s 

distinctive “plain style” and rhetorical force. Furthermore, while studies acknowledge the 

strategic alternation between syntactically dense and sparse constructions in Orwell’s writing, 

there is limited empirical work that quantifies these alternations across large samples and 

correlates them with thematic or rhetorical functions. This absence leaves unexplored the extent 

to which Orwell’s celebrated clarity emerges from consistently low syntactic density, from 

patterned structural variation, or from other, more subtle linguistic strategies, a question that 

could be addressed by a mixed-methods, corpus-based stylistic study linking quantitative 

measures to interpretive literary analysis. 

Methodology 

The current research uses corpus-driven stylistic analysis to examine lexical density and 

structural pattern in a representative corpus of essays by George Orwell. The approach 

combines corpus linguistics quantitative methods with qualitative style interpretation, and it 

follows the design outlined by McIntyre and Walker (2019) to emphasize the importance of 

combining computational analysis with close reading. 

Two main stylistic dimensions are examined: 

1. Lexical Density – Assessed in terms of Halliday's (1985) model as the proportion of the 

number of lexical items (nouns, main verbs, adjectives, adverbs) to the number of words in the 

text. It reflects Orwell's informational content and communicative style of writing. 

2. Structural Patterns – Analysed through metrics including the average sentence length, the 

ratio of clauses per sentence, and the relative frequency of subordinate to coordinate clauses 

(Biber et al., 1999). These metrics provide insight into Orwell’s syntactic structure, rhetorical 

tempo, and stylistic cadence. 

Study Design 

The current research uses corpus-based stylistic analysis to examine the lexical density and 

structural schemata of George Orwell's essays. The approach combines quantitative corpus 

linguistics and qualitative stylistic interpretation, thereby making measurement precise as well 

as literary analysis contextualized. 

Chosen Corpus 

The current study uses a corpus of seven chosen essays by George Orwell: Shooting an 

Elephant, Politics and the English Language, A Hanging, Notes on Nationalism, The 

Prevention of Literature, Why I Write, and Looking Back on the Spanish War. The essays were 

chosen because of their variety of themes and range of style to enable closer analysis of lexical 
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density and structural patterns. The assembled corpus consists of around 30,000 tokens, 

including all words, punctuation, and numbers as seen in the study. The texts were downloaded 

from publicly available digital databases and re-formatted into plain text to enable 

computational analysis with AntConc. All essays were treated separately and collectively to 

identify micro-level and macro-level linguistic findings. 

Data Collection 

The essays were accessed from The Orwell Foundation's online repository and other credible, 

reliable sources of original and unabridged texts. 

Data collection process: 

1. Retrieval – The entire collection of seven essays was retrieved from credible sources to 

ensure both accuracy and authenticity. 

2. Cleaning and preprocessing – All unnecessary elements, including pagination, editor 

comments, metadata, and copyright notices, were stripped off. 

3. Standardisation – Formatting was standardised throughout essays, such as uniform 

punctuation, spacing, and paragraphing. 

4. Organisation – All essays were saved as individual UTF-8 encoded plain-text files for 

compatibility with text analysis tools. 

5. Compilation – The files were compiled together as one corpus directory to facilitate 

individual and group analysis. 

Data Preparation 

Preprocessing and analysis were done in two settings: 

• Python (NLTK) for tokenization, sentence segmentation, and part-of-speech tagging. 

• AntConc 4.0.13 to produce frequency lists, to use stoplists, and to cross-check lexical vs. 

function word frequencies. 

A stoplist was created specifically to remove function words (articles, pronouns, auxiliary 

verbs, prepositions, conjunctions) and preserve lexical words (nouns, main verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs). 

Lexical Density Measurement 

Lexical density was calculated using Halliday's (1985) formula: 

Lexical Density=Lexical Tokens Total Tokens×100 

Lexical Density =  × 100 

Lexical Density=Total Tokens divided by Lexical Tokens×100 

Total tokens and lexical tokens counts were determined individually for each essay and added 

up for corpus-level averages. 

Instruments and Uses : 

• Python (NLTK) – Tokenisation and POS-tagging.  

• AntConc 4.0.13 – Stoplist filtering, frequency analysis, and keyword extraction. 

 • Microsoft Excel – Calculation and tabulation of lexical density percentages. 

Data Analysis 

Table 1 

Lexical Density of Shooting an Elephant by George Orwell 

Measure Value 

Total Tokens 3,998 

Lexical Tokens (content words) 1,512 

Lexical Density (%) 37.8 

Note. Lexical density calculated as (Lexical Tokens ÷ Total Tokens) × 100 using AntConc 

4.0.13 with a custom stoplist to remove function words. 
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A lexical density of around 38% suggests that Shooting an Elephant uses a balanced narrative 

style rich enough in content words to convey vivid imagery and political commentary, but with 

a significant presence of grammatical function words to maintain narrative flow and 

accessibility. This aligns with Orwell’s reputation for clarity: his prose is not overly dense like 

academic writing (>50% LD), but still information-heavy compared to casual conversation 

(~20–30% LD). The mix of descriptive passages (“squalid bamboo huts,” “garish clothes,” 

“grandmotherly air”) and reflective commentary on imperialism contributes to this middle-

range lexical density. 

Table 2 

Lexical Density of A Hanging 

Measure Count Percentage 

Total Tokens 1,964 — 

Lexical Tokens 1,063 — 

Lexical Density — 54.12% 

Note. Lexical density is calculated by dividing the number of lexical tokens by the total number 

of tokens and multiplying by 100. 

The lexical density analysis of A Hanging (1964) reveals a total of 1,964 tokens, out of which 

1,063 are lexical tokens, resulting in a lexical density of 54.12%. This indicates that just over 

half of the text is composed of content-carrying words—nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and 

adverbs while the remaining 45.88% consists of function words such as pronouns, prepositions, 

articles, and auxiliary verbs. A lexical density above 50% suggests a moderately information-

rich narrative, balancing descriptive detail with narrative flow. This proportion is characteristic 

of Orwell’s essay style, where vivid imagery and precise lexical choices convey social critique 

and human observation without overwhelming the reader with excessive complexity. In this 

way, Orwell maintains both accessibility and depth, ensuring his socio-political message is 

effectively communicated to a broad audience. 

Table 3 

Lexical Density of “Politics and the English Language” 

Measure Count Percentage 

Total tokens 5,420 100% 

Lexical tokens 2,978 54.94% 

Function tokens 2,442 45.06% 

Lexical density — 54.94% 

Note. Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; function tokens 

include pronouns, articles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, and prepositions. Lexical density was 

calculated as (lexical tokens ÷ total tokens) × 100. 

The lexical density of Politics and the English Language is 54.94 percent, which means the 

ratio of content-carrying words to total words is more than half. This is about the same as 

Orwell’s A Hanging, which shows Orwell’s typical balance between acuity and access. The 

moderately high density is Orwell’s argument describing the decline of language, which 

requires dense vocabulary to critique linguistic decline and maintain a clear, persuasive style. 

The frequent use of concrete nouns and strong verbs in Orwell’s examples, which starkly 

oppose the abstract language he critiques, underscores his rhetorical point. This lexical profile 

illustrates that Orwell’s prose combines Clarity and Complexity to draw readers into the 

intricate and accessible realm of political language. 

 

TABLE 4 

Lexical Density of Why I Write 
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Measure Count Percentage 

Total Tokens 2,789 100% 

Lexical Tokens 1,528 — 

Lexical Density — 54.79% 

Note. Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; lexical density was 

calculated as (lexical tokens ÷ total tokens) × 100. 

The lexical density of Why I Write is 54.79%, which means that just over half of the words in 

the essay are content words, in this case, lexical items. This figure supports Orwell’s other 

essays. This suggests that there is a stylistic consistency in Orwell’s prose. The equilibrium of 

lexical and function words complements Orwell’s ability to provide clarity in his intellectually 

stimulating materials. In Why I Write, Orwell’s lexical density serves as the essay’s 

reminiscence and as a socio-political reflection as well as a conceptual vocabulary which is 

abstractly paired to concrete autobiographical detail. It reflects the generosity and 

sophistication necessary for the literary and political discussions that are serious and accessible 

to the general audience. 

Table 5 

Lexical Density Analysis of Looking Back on the Spanish War 

Measure Count Percentage 

Total Tokens 7,551 100% 

Lexical Tokens 3,892 51.54% 

Function Tokens 3,659 48.46% 

Lexical Density --- 51.54% 

Note: Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; function tokens 

include pronouns, articles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, and prepositions. Lexical density was 

calculated as (lexical tokens ÷ total tokens) × 100. 

The lexical density of Looking Back on the Spanish War is 51.54%, indicating a balanced yet 

information-rich prose style. This aligns with Orwell’s reputation for clarity and precision, as 

the essay combines vivid descriptive passages (e.g., "the filthy meals made tolerable by 

pannikins of wine") with reflective political commentary (e.g., "the central issue of the war was 

the attempt of people like this to win the decent life"). 

Table 6 

Measure Count Percentage 

Total Tokens 2,522 100% 

Lexical Tokens 1,310 51.94% 

Function Tokens 1,212 48.06% 

Lexical Density --- 51.94% 

Note: Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; function tokens 

include pronouns, articles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, and prepositions. Lexical density was 

calculated as (lexical tokens ÷ total tokens) × 100. 

The lexical density of Marrakech is 51.94%, falling within Orwell’s typical range (50–55%) 

and reflecting his signature balance of clarity and descriptive richness. The essay’s vivid 

imagery and socio-political critique are achieved through concrete nouns ("corpse," "rags," 

"donkeys") that ground the narrative in visceral reality, alongside abstract terms ("invisibility," 

"colonial empires") that elevate its thematic scope. Action-driven verbs ("hack," "fling," 

"wail") amplify urgency and moral indignation, while descriptive modifiers ("derelict," "back-

breaking") enhance imagery without overwhelming the prose. This controlled lexical load 

supports Orwell’s dual aim of exposing colonial dehumanisation and engaging readers 

emotionally, as seen in the juxtaposition of "brown faces" with "nameless mounds" to critique 
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systemic invisibility. Function words ("but," "when," "because") further weave complex 

observations into cohesive arguments, exemplified by the transition from donkey abuse to 

human suffering: "This kind of thing makes one's blood boil, whereas on the whole the plight 

of the human beings does not." The result is a prose style that is both accessible and literarily 

potent, aligning with Orwell’s reputation for moral clarity and rhetorical precision. 

Table 7 

Lexical Density Analysis of The Prevention of Literature 

Measure Count Percentage 

Total Tokens 5,701 100% 

Lexical Tokens 2,963 51.97% 

Function Tokens 2,738 48.03% 

Lexical Density --- 51.97% 

Note: Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; function tokens 

include pronouns, articles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, and prepositions. Lexical density was 

calculated as (lexical tokens ÷ total tokens) × 100. 

The Prevention of Literature exhibits Orwell's characteristic range of 50-55% lexical density 

by achieving 51.97%, demonstrating his skilful blending of conceptual mastery with sharp 

polemical focus. Orwell effectively caricatures censorship with abstract nouns of 

“totalitarianism” and “intellectual liberty” set beside concrete illustrations of “purges” and 

“newspapers,” action verbs of “suppress” and “fabricate”, and sharp modifiers of “venal 

hack” and “flagrantly artificial.” As he argues against the Communist rhetoric, Orwell also 

warns of the coactive demise of creativity, blending conflicting ideas with function words like 

“but” and “because” to create a robust polemic. The essay’s key passages, such as calling 

writers “minor officials” and diagnosing the “schizophrenic system of thought” of 

totalitarianism, showcase Orwell’s mastery of lexical precision to expose ideological 

contradictions, then frame the essay as a stylistic masterpiece and a powerful political 

manifesto. 

Findings and Comparative Analysis 

The analysis of Orwell’s essays reveals a remarkable consistency in lexical density, with most 

works falling between 51% and 55%, except for "Shooting an Elephant," which is noticeably 

lower at 37.8%. This outlier indicates a more narrative-driven style, rich in function words that 

facilitate pacing and descriptive flow, perhaps to capture the atmospheric and moral complexity 

of imperial Burma. In contrast, A Hanging, Politics and the English Language, and Why I Write 

display almost identical lexical densities (54.12%, 54.94%, and 54.79%, respectively), 

reflecting Orwell’s controlled balance between informational load and accessibility in 

argumentative and reflective prose. Essays such as Looking Back on the Spanish War, 

Marrakech, and The Prevention of Literature occupy the lower end of his typical range (51–

52%), showing his tendency to weave descriptive detail and socio-political commentary 

without overloading the reader. Overall, Orwell achieves stylistic clarity not by reducing lexical 

richness but by integrating it with functional structures that maintain readability. This aligns 

with Halliday’s (1985, 1994) conception of lexical density as an indicator of informational load 

in discourse, where higher densities often signal greater conceptual complexity, and lower 

densities reflect a more conversational or narrative style. His prose combines a steady flow of 

concrete imagery and precise conceptual vocabulary, with function words serving as cohesive 

devices to link narrative and argumentation. The relatively stable lexical density across essays 

suggests a deliberate stylistic consistency that supports both rhetorical force and reader 

engagement, with only genre or narrative mode (as in Shooting an Elephant) prompting 

significant deviation (Halliday, 1985, 1994). 
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Table 8: Comparative Lexical Density in Orwell’s Essays 

Essay Title Total 

Tokens 

Lexical 

Tokens 

Lexical Density 

(%) 

Shooting an Elephant 3,998 1,512 37.80 

A Hanging 1,964 1,063 54.12 

Politics and the English 

Language 

5,420 2,978 54.94 

Why I Write 2,789 1,528 54.79 

Looking Back on the Spanish War 7,551 3,892 51.54 

Marrakech 2,522 1,310 51.94 

The Prevention of Literature 5,701 2,963 51.97 

Note. Lexical density is calculated as (Lexical Tokens ÷ Total Tokens) × 100, following 

Halliday’s (1985) model. Lexical tokens include nouns, main verbs, adjectives, and adverbs; 

function tokens include pronouns, articles, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions, and prepositions. 

Conclusion 

Lexical density analysis of George Orwell's chosen essays proves to be a systematic and 

intentional stylistic strategy with the aim of balancing expression richness and readability. 

Throughout most of the works, lexical density tends to remain constant between 51% and 55%, 

indicating Orwell's effort to integrate a high percentage of content words with functional 

structures that are not only informative but also easy to read. This stability implies that Orwell's 

style of prose is not a mere byproduct of subject or genre, but instead a deliberate tactic to make 

his ideas both intellectually stimulating and readily understandable to a mass audience. 

The sole major exception, Shooting an Elephant, demonstrates much lower lexical density of 

37.8%, which underscores the impact narrative structure and descriptive immersion have on 

Orwell’s lexical density. Here, the lower density is likely attributable to pauses created by 

function words due to the need for narrative pacing, coherence, and setting detail in scene detail 

aligned with the work's moral examination and atmospheric depiction of colonial Burma. As 

for Orwell's essays, it appears that stylistically they exhibit a lexical balance which wealth is 

rhetorically and aesthetically motivated. His prose contains vivid and palpable ideas framed 

with precise nouns and verbs, and is bound together by function words woven into rhythmically 

appealing sentences. This balance highlights Orwell’s literary goals, which include writing with 

striking simplicity, deliberate intention, profound impact, and ethical conviction, avoiding the 

prose that challenges and obfuscates difficult and nuanced political and philosophical concepts. 

The stability of lexical density in his argumentative and reflective essays suggests a self-aware, 

controlled approach that, paradoxically, is anchored in a flexible narrative and descriptive 

framework. 
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