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Abstract 

The paper attempts to examine the role played by literature as a 
special domain of linguistic communication through which a reader 
shares the experience of a creative artist as well as sharpens his 
grammatical competence. It also discusses the opinions of 
scholars on the obvious relationship of a language and literature in 
that language. It further argues that creative writers should develop 
special convention of dramatic, poetic and novelistic means of 
communication that will assist in improving the reader's level of 
linguistic competence. 

Introduction 
To begin with, in order to produce graduates who are capable of using English effectively, 

we must put in place a programme that will enable them attain the higher possible proficiency 
in grammar, idiom, vocabulary, and syntax. Such a programme, we want to argue, should not 
contain a lot of language/linguistic courses because too many of such courses are not likely to 
enhance our competence as users of English. Widdowson (1975:3), remarks that "The linguist would 
be the first to complain if everyone who talked about language claimed to be talking linguistics" 
which indicates the limitations of linguistics as a means of teaching language. 

Munro (1983). states that the teaching of English is inseparable from the teaching of English 
literature. He argues that the main aim of a teacher of linguistic as a second language is to concentrate 
on the literary texts themselves, clarifying their meaning and assisting the students have the 
precision and the vitality of the diction. By teaching literature this way, Munro feels a teacher is  
immensely assisting his students have a greater, deeper, richer and a more comprehensive 
knowledge of English language. 

Pratt (1982), also advances an argument on the need for proper accessibility in 
teaching/learning of literature, more especially at an early stages of tertiary institution. By 
accessibility, he is referring to the correlation between literary and linguistic difficulty to the 
neglect of theme, genres or chromology as a yardstick of selecting what to teach by a teacher. 

Harrison (1974), also significant initial step to take by a teacher of English. As a criterion of 
selecting literature in the context of English language, he argues that: 

...there be no discontinuity between the lexis, structure and style of the 
literature and the lexis, structure and style already mastered by the student. 
Literature is not initial leaching material, nor if the student is to gain 
aesthetic experience analogues to that achievevable... 

To achieve such a laudable approach, we should emphasize the inclusion of prose, 
preferable modern prose, than poetry. This is because poetry sometimes deviates from natural or 
common language to the point we question the validity of including it in what we teach on a wider 
scale. Here, we are referring to the poet's systematic violation of standard within the generative 
transformational framework - the grammar of natural language. 

Freeman (1997), sees the language of poetry as ". ..an idiosyncratic dialect, which belongs 
to the same class with those of the learners of a second language or that of a child learning his mother 
tongue". Besides that, scholars like Widdowson (1975:27), are of the view that the effectiveness of 
language, whether formal or otherwise span the whole range of un-defined ground between what is 
grammatical and colloquial. Furthermore, he advances the argument that: 

A grammar purports to represent a speakers knowledge of his language 
so that what is ungrammatical should in principle make no sense. But 
ungrammatical sentences in literary writing do make sense and a poem, 
which deviates from grammatical rules, as text is nevertheless 
interpretable as discourse. 

It is easy to learn the basic rules of grammar, but more importantly are the nuances of English 
that the second learner's writing can derive that are seen as good writing. This refers to not grammatically 



flawless writing but idiomatically sound, and therefore good English. Paradoxically, it often happens that what 
is grammatically correct is sometimes idiomatically unacceptable and vice versa. More so, mere grammatical 
correctness is not what makes good English. Furthermore, the availability of materials on semantics in the 
field of language may not increase the knowledge of ones semantics such as etymology, synonymy, and 
antonym or substantially assist one write better unless their formal knowledge of these is reinforced by 
direct acquaintance with words and their connotations in the context of literature. 

Ibn Khaldun: (1950), states that grammar is not language. He perceives it as the rules of language. 
He argues that there is a relation between the laws of grammatical analysis and the mastery of the actual skill 
in the language. For the knowledge of grammar is the knowledge of the mode of procedure. Conversely, we 
find many who have mastered the art of writing verse and prose and who are yet incapable of distinguishing 
between subject and predicate or nominative and dative, hence, knowing nothing at all about the rules of 
grammar. 

In addition to that, Ibn Khaldun, further says much on the question of grammar versus literature. 
It follows, therefore, that the greater the effort we make to grapple with the genres of literature the greater 
will be the opportunity to enhance our competence in our effort to use English effectively. Ibn Khaldun's 
perception of the significant role that literature plays in improving our language skills provides a 
convincing answer to the complaints about the much emphasis of the literature courses in English 
programme in tertiary institution. 

The Role of Literature in Teaching Language 
Language and literature are parts of the whole. In the study of language, literature should be there as 

a 'handmaiden'. Language and literature are different and so require different approach. To learn language is 
to develop skills, to learn literature written in that language is to understand it. Literature is the product of a 
particular culture and it functions as a vehicle of that culture. Language is culture bound; literature is more 
than that. As a reflection of the tensions, conflicts and the process of becoming, literature is a way of 
knowing people and the world secondhand. In addition to our effort to grasp the lexical and structural 
meanings of a literary work, we also familiarize ourselves with the social and culture of the society that an 
author discusses in his text. Literature also depicts language in use at best. It is in literature that one finds 
abundance of excellent examples of the subtle, elusive and complex use of the grammar and vocabulary of 
English. On that, Eagleson and Kramer (1976:40), maintain that: 

...Since language is the medium of literature, then literature by its very 
nature is going to furnish us with evidence on the operation of language. If 
we are interested in grammatical structure, then we can find abundant data 
in literature, and not only of regular but also irregular patterns... light can be 
thrown on meaning, on the extension of vocabulary and the structure of the 
vocabulary, on the process of word formation, on changing attitude to 
language forms and on the relation between the written and the spoken 
word. 

A good purpose of teaching literature in English is therefore, to sharpen the awareness of the reader's 
means of communication and also to assist him understand what he reads. Though there may be lexical and 
syntax problem in such an exercise which may affect our reaction to a text, we may develop a better 
understanding of its language which reinforces our command of it. It may also improve the readers overall 
proficiency in it. The teaching of language, therefore, needs literature among its prime material. It is in our 
assumption that better language users are assiduous readers. Literature and language are complementary. It is 
certainly pertinent to teach language along with literature written in that language. It is so because of our 
feeling that a nation's language invariably reflects and expresses its culture, as well as a desirable command 
of it. It also provides the cultural and intellectual orientation that facilitates the understanding of literature 
written in that language. 

Finally, to achieve (he arguments above, it is our contention that the texts we select in the course 
of literature should be relevant to our students as well as be in line with the nation's educational 
objective. They should also leach the students to be able to be Nigerians and be able to live in it. This is 
in addition to the role of enhancing language competence that the paper argues. 

Recommendations 
1. Teachers of Literature in English should ensure that the texts selected clearly talk about  

cultural, political aspects of our people. 
2. The texts selected should preach the rejection of imperialistic, racist issues, which negatively 



affect the moral, ethical, and social codes of the nation. 
3. Most of the texts selected should be from third world authors, so that the readers have full 

grasp of the subject matter easily. 
4. The  Department of General  English  in our tertiary  institutions should ensure that the  

methodology of literature and linguistics courses they teach assist in building the language 
competence of their students. 

Conclusion 
The paper attempts to depict the relationship between language and literature. It also argues that, 

what linguists cannot do to the non-native speakers of English, the paper argues that it can be done by 
literature. It is our humble opinion that the use of extensive and intensive methods of reading literature will 
make up for the deficiencies of the linguistic approach: What linguists cannot impart to a non-native 
learner of English in terms of the need for syntactic sophistication and semantic aptitude can be 
adequately acquired through proper studies of literature. The failure of linguists to extensively deal with 
the idiomatic norms of English is made up through the familiarity with the English literature where we 
study English at its idiomatic best form. 
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