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C HAPT E R 1 0
e el o - Style:
Y Choosmg Words

tyle, loosely defined, refers to the choices a writer makes among
el linguistic options. Each time this book has undergone revision, its
Quic .
two style chapters have been moved farther forward, and pieces of
Ta\(e them have been located still earlier. This is because we have become
increasingly convinced of the importance of style to how a writer
thinks and to what a writer thinks.

This first chapter on style addresses word choice, also known as diction,
and its effect on style. As an overarching aim, the chapter seeks to make
you more self-conscious about the kinds of words you habitually use, and to
expand the range of choices. Chapter 11 attempts to do the same with
respect to sentence shapes, also known as syntax.

This chapter takes as a premise that most people simply don't pay attention
to words. That is, they use words as if their sounds and shapes were invisible
and their meanings were single and self-evident. One goal of this chapter is
to interest you in words themselves—as things with particularized qualities,
complex histories, and varied shades of meaning.

The two chapters have three primary lessons to teach, which we have bold-
faced as objectives, followed by a little commentary:

1. Understanding that style is not merely decorative. It is often mistak-
enly assumed that style is separate from meaning and in that sense
largely decorative. From this perspective, paying close attention to
style seems finicky, or worse, cynical—a way of dressing up the con-
tent to sell it to readers or listeners. The problem with this perspective
is that it subscribes to what linguistic philosophers call the transparent
theory of language. This is the idea that meaning exists outside of
language—that we somehow see through words to meaning and can
then address that meaning without addressing the words that embody
it. In the transparent theory of language, words are merely pointers to
get past.

These chapters seek to persuade you to adopt the perspective that words
constitute meaning; that is, that words are the medium in which we dwell.
How something is phrased is an integral part of what it says, not sub-
tractable. If you say something in another way, you are saying something
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else. (This position, known as the constitutive theory of language, has been
embraced by virtually all contemporary rhetoricians.) In practical terms, this
means that how things are said profoundly affects what they say.

2. Seeing style as a matter of choices. You may have been taught that
you should always avoid the first-person I in academic writing, steer
clear of jargon, and never start a sentence with and or but. These are
matters of usage, not hard-and-fast rules of grammar. There are occa-
sions when all three rules, and others like them, should be rejected.
This chapter seeks to persuade you that all writing is contextual, its
appropriateness dependent on the rhetorical situation.

3. Learning that simplicity does not equal clarity. This chapter targets
the unexamined cultural bias in favor of “straight talk.” The assump-
tion seems to be that people who use too many words, especially big
ones, are needlessly complicating what would otherwise be obvious
to anyone’s common sense. Not so. (The previous sentence intends
to illustrate that those imperious arbiters of style, Strunk and White,
are sometimes correct—"Never use six words when three will do,”
they say in The Elements of Style—but not always.) Of course, sim-
plicity is sometimes preferable, and Chapter 11 devotes considerable
attention to ways of reducing excess verbiage.

A. NOT JUST ICING ON THE CAKE

It is commonly assumed that “getting the style right” is a task that begins at the
editing stage of producing a paper, as part of polishing the final draft. This
assumption is only partly true. You probably should delay a full-fledged stylistic
revision until a late stage of drafting, but that doesn’t mean that you should
totally ignore stylistic questions as you draft, because the decisions you make
about‘ how to phrase your meaning inevitably exert a powerful influence on the
meaning you make.

And what is style? Well, it’s not just icing on the cake—cosmetic, a matter of
pollshmg the surface. Broadly defined, style refers to all of a writer;: decisions in
selecting, arvanging, and expressing what be or she has to say. Many factors affect
your style: your aim and sense of audience, the ways you approach and develop a
topic, the kinds of evidence you choose, and, particularly, the kinds of syntax a[I)ld
diction you characteristically select. y

Getting the style right is not as simple as proofreading for errors in grammar
or punctuation. Proofreading occurs in the relatively comfortable linguistic
wor]d of simple right and wrong. Stylistic considerations, by contrast, take place
in the more exploratory terrain of making choices among more and le,ss effective
ways of .formulating and communicating your meaning.

In this sense, style is personal. The foundations of your style emerge in the dia-
logue you have with yourself about your topic. When you revise for style, you
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consciously reorient yourself toward communicating the results of that dialogue
to your audience. Stylistic decisions, then, are a mix of the unconscious and con-
scious, of chance and choice. You don’t simply impose style onto your prose; it’s
not a mask you don or your way of icing the cake. Revising for style is more like
sculpting. As a sculptor uses a chisel to “bring out” a shape from a block of walnut
or marble, a writer uses style to “bring out” the shape of the conceptual connec-
tions in a draft of an essay. As the two style chapters will suggest in various ways,
this “bringing out” demands a certain detachment from your own language. It
requires that you become aware of your words as words and of your sentences as sentences.

If stylistic considerations are not merely cosmetic, then it follows that
rethinking the way you have said something can lead you to rethink the
substance of what you have said. This point is sufficiently important to illus-
trate here for both syntax and diction, before this chapter narrows its focus to
diction alone.

How does the difference in sentence structure affect the meaning of the fol-
lowing two sentences?

Draft: The history of Indochina is marked by colonial exploitation as well as
international cooperation.

Revision: The history of Indochina, although marked by colonial exploitation,
testifies to the possibility of international cooperation.

In the draft, the claim that Indochina has experienced colonial exploitation is
equal in weight to the claim that it has also experienced internatianal coopera-
tion. But the revision ranks the two claims. The “although” clause makes the
claim of exploitation secondary to the claim of cooperation. The first version of
the sentence would probably lead you to a broad survey of foreign intervendon
in Indochina. The result would likely be a static list in which you judged some
interventions to be “beneficial” and others “not beneficial.” The revised sen-
tence redirects your thinking, tightens your paper’s focus to prioritize evidence
of cooperation, and presses you to make decisions, such as whether the positive
consequences of cooperation outweigh the negative consequences of colonial-
ism. In short, the revision leads you to examine the dynamic relations between
your two initial claims.

Rethinking what you mean is just as likely to occur when you attend to word
choice. Notice how the change of a single word in the following sentences could
change the entire paper.

Draft: The president’s attitude toward military spending is ambiguous.
Revision: The president’s attitude toward military spending is ambivalent.

In the draft, the use of the word “ambiguous” (meaning “open to many inter-
pretations”) would likely lead to a paper on ways that the president’s decisions
are unclear. The choice of “ambiguous” might also signal that the writer and not
the president is unclear on what the president’s actions could be taken to mean.
If the president’s policies aren’t unclear—hard to interpret—but are divided,
conflicted over competing ways of thinking, then the writer would want the
word “ambivalent.” This recognition would lead not only to reorganizing the

e
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B. TONE

London: Leaning out of the window may cause harm,
New York: Do not lean out of the window.
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Try this 10.1: Analyzing Tone-Deaf Prose

Using the example from the college catalogue as a model, locate
and bring to class examples of tonal inconsistency or inappropriate-
_ ness that you encounter in your daily life. If you have difficulty finding

- examples, try memos from those in authority at your school or work-

" ‘place, which often contain excruciating examples of officialese. Type
one of your passages, and underneath it compose a paragraph of
analysis in which you single out particular words and phrases and
explain how the tone js'inappropriate. Then rewrite the passage to

 remedy the pr m , S A ,

LEVELS OF STYLE: WHO'S WRITING TO WHOM, AND WHY DOES IT
MATTER?

How you say something is always a significant part of what you say. To look at
words as words is to focus on the bow as well as the what. Imagine that you call your
friend on the phone, and a voice you don’t recognize answers. You ask to speak
with your friend, and the voice responds, “With whom have I the pleasure of
speaking?” By contrast, what if the voice instead responds, “Who’s this?” What
information do these two versions of the question convey, beyond the obvious

request for your name?

How something is phraséd is an integral part of what it says. if you say -
something in another way, you are saying something else.

The first response—“With whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”—tells you
that the speaker is formal and polite. He is also probably fastidiously well
educated: he not only knows the difference between “who” and “whom” but also
obeys the etiquette that outlaws ending a sentence with a preposition (“Whom
have I the pleasure of speaking with?”). The very formality of the utterance,
however, might lead you to label the speaker pretentious. His assumption that
conversing with you is a “pleasure” suggests empty flattery. On the other hand,
the second version—“Who's this?”—while also grammatically correct, is less
formal. It is more direct but also terse to a fault; the speaker does not seem
particularly interested in treatng you politely. ’

The two hypothetical responses represent two different levels of style. Formal
English obeys the basic conventions of standard written prose, and most
academic writing is fairly formal. An informal style—one that is conversational
and full of slang—can have severe limitations in an academic setting. The syntax
and vocabulary of written prose aren’t the same as those of speech, and attempts
to import the language of speech into academic writing can result in your

communicating less meaning with less precision.
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Let’s take one brief example:

Internecine quarrels within the corporation destroyed morale and sent
the value of the stock plummeting.

The phrase “internecine quarrels” may strike some readers as a pretentious
display of formal language, but consider how difficult it is to communicate this
concept economically. “Fights that go on between people related to each other”
is awkward; “brother against brother” is sexist and a cliché; and “mutually
destructive disputes” is acceptable but long-winded.

It is arguably a part of our national culture to value the simple and the direct
as more genuine and democratic than the sophisticated, which is supposedly
more aristocratic and pretentious. This “plain-speaking” style, however, can
hinder your ability to develop and communicate your ideas. In the case of
“internecine,” the more formal diction choice actually communicates more, and
more effectively, than the less formal equivalents.

“and democratic than the sophisticated, but the plain-speaking style'
n hinder your ability to communicate your ideas,~ = - © i

When in doubt about how your readers will respond to the formality or infor-
mality of your style, you are usually better off opting for some version of “With
whom have I the pleasure of speaking?” rather than “Who’s this?” The best solu-
tion will usually lie somewhere in between: “May I ask who’s calling?” would
protect you against the imputation of either priggishness or piggishness.

What generalizations about style do these examples suggest?

s There are many ways of conveying a message.

®» The way you phrase a message constitutes a significant part of its meaning.

m Your phrasing gives your reader cues that suggest your attitude and your ways
of thinking.

u There are no transparent (absolutely neutral) delivery systems.

u All stylistic decisions depend on your sensitivity to context—who's talking to
whom about what subject and with what aims.

The last of these generalizations concerns what is called the rbetorical
situation. Rbetoric is the subject that deals with how writers and speakers behave
in given situations and, more specifically, how they can generate language that
produces the effects they desire on a particular audience. Obviously, as you make
stylistic choices, you need to be aware of the possible consequences of making
certain statements to a certain audience in a certain fashion.

Our national culture values the simple and the direct as more genuine -~
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Try this 10.2: Analyzing Effective Tone

Find an example of tone that you think is just about perfect for the

message and audien¢e. Type it, and underneath discuss why it suc-

ceeds. Be as specific as you can about how the passage functions

stylistically. Talk about particular phrasings and the match between
what is being said and how it is said. Factor into your discussion the
relationship between levels of style in the example and its presumed
‘audience. . I '

C. THE PERSON QUESTION

“The person question” concerns which of the three basic forms of the pronoun

you should use when you write. Here are the three forms, with brief examples.
First person: | believe Heraclitus is an underrated philosopher.

Second person: You should believe that Heraclitus is an underrated
philosopher.

He or she believes that Heraclitus is an underrated
philosopher.

Third person:

Which person to use is a stylistic concern, since it involves a writer’s choices as
regards to level of formality, the varying expectations of different audiences, and
overall tone.

As a general rule, in academic writing you should discuss your subject matter
in the third person and avoid the first and second person. There is logic to this
rule: most academic analysis focuses on the subject matter rather than on you as
you respond to it. If you use the third person, you will keep the attention where
it belongs.

THE FIRST-PERSON PRONOUN “I”: PRO AND CON

Using the first-person “I” can throw the emphasis on the wrong place. Repeated
assertions of “in my opinion” actually distract your readers from what you hav.e to
say. Omit them except in the most informal cases. You might, however, .con51der
using the first person in the drafting stage if you are having trouble bringing your
own point of view to the forefront. In this situation, the “I” becomes a strategy 'for
loosening up and saying what you really think about a subject rather than adopting
conventional and faceless positions. In the final analysis, though, most analytical
prose will be more precise and straightforward in the third person. When you cut
“I am convinced that” from the beginning of any claim, what you lose in personal
conviction, you gain in concision and directmess by keeping the focus on the main
idea in a main clause.

Are there cases when you should use “I”? Contrary to the general rule, some
professors actually prefer the first-person pronoun in particular contexts, as
noted in the accompanying “Voices from Across the Curriculum” box.

“
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YOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM
Using the First-Person I in Academic Writing

Avoid phrases like “The author believes {or will discuss) . . ." Except in the
paper’s abstract, “/ believe {or will discuss)” is okay, and often best.
~Alan Tjeltveit, Professor of Psychology

| prefer that personal opinion or voice {for example, "l this,” or “I that”) appear
throughout. | like the first person. No “the author feels” or “this author found
that,” please! Who is the author? Hey, it's you!

~Frederick Norling, Professor of Business

The biggest stylistic problem is that students tend to be too personal or
colloquial in their writing, using phrases such as the following: “Scientists
all agree . . ."; “I find it amazing that . . ."; "The thing that | find most
interesting . . ."” Students are urged to present data and existing information in
their own words, but in an objective way. My preference in writing is to use the
active voice in the past tense. I feel this is the most direct and least wordy
approach: | asked this . . . ; | found out that . . . ; These data show, . . .

-Richard Niesenbaum, Professor of Biology

Note that these are not blanket endorsements; they specify a limited context
within which “I” is preferred. The biology professor’s cautioning against using
an overly personal and colloquial tone is also probably the consensus view.

Although a majority of professors may prefer the first-person “I think” to the
more awkward “the writer (or ‘one’) thinks,” we would point out that, in the
service of reducing wordiness, you can often avoid both options. For example, in
certain contexts and disciplines, the first-person-plural “we” is acceptable usage:
“The president’s speech assumes that we are all dutiful but disgruntled
taxpayers.” The one case in which the first person is particularly appropriate
occurs when you are citing an example from your own experience. Otherwise, if
you are in doubt about using “I” or “we,” avoid these first-person pronouns.

THE SECOND-PERSON PRONOUN “YOU” AND THE IMPERATIVE MOOD

As for the second person, proceed with caution. Using “you” is a fairly assertive
gesture. Many readers will be annoyed, for example, by a paper about advertising
<
Rh/[at states, “When you rgad about. a sale at the mall, you know it’s hard to resist.”
ost readers resent having a writer airily making assumptions about them or
‘t‘ellmg them what to do. Some rhetorical situations, however, call for the use of
”

you. Tebuooks, for example, use “you” frequently because it creates a more
direct relationship between authors and readers. Yet, even in appropriate situa-

tiops, directly addressing readers as “you” may alienate them by ascribing to them
attitudes and needs they may not have.
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The readiest alternative to “you,” the imperative mood, requires careful han-
dling for similar reasons. The imperative mood of a verb expresses a direct request
or command, leaving “you” understood, as in the following instance: “Don’t
[you] dismiss the European perspective too quickly.” Such a sentence, though,
runs the same kind of risk as the previous example: readers might resent your
assumption that they would dismiss the European perspective or, at any rate,
dislike being told so forcefully how to think about it. On the other hand, in
certain writing situations the imperative mood is both appropriate and useful:
when you are giving a set of step-by-step instructions (“Tazke a right on
12th Street and then turn left at the light onto Vine”) or politely soliciting your
readers’ attention (“Consider the plight of Afghan refugees”). In both cases, the
imperative engages readers more unobtrusively than would inserting an
awkward “you should” or “one should” before the verbs.

The conventional argument for using the first and second person is that “I”
and “you” are personal and engage readers. It is not necessarily the case,
however, that the third person is therefore impersonal. Just as film directors put
their stamps on films by the way they organize the images, move among camera
viewpoints, and orchestrate the sound tracks, so writers, even when writing in
the third person, have a wide variety of resources at their disposal for making
the writing more personal and accessible for their audiences. See, for example,
the discussion of the passive voice in the next chapter.

D. SHADES OF MEANING: CHOOSING THE BEST WORD

The nineteenth-century English statesman Benjamin Disraeli once differenti-
ated between “misfortune” and “calamity” by commenting on his political rival
William Gladstone: “If Mr. Gladstone fell into the Thames, it would be a
misfortune; but if someone dragged him out, it would be a calamity.”
“Misfortune” and “calamity” might mean the same thing to some people, but in
fact the two words allow a careful writer to discriminate fine shades of meaning.

One of the best ways to get yourself to pay attention to words as words is to
practice making subtle distinctions among related words. The “right” word
contributes accuracy and precision to your meaning. The “wrong” word, it
follows, is inaccurate or imprecise. The most reliable guide to choosing the right
word and avoiding the wrong word is a dictionary that includes not only concise
definitions but also the origin of words (known as their erymology). A dicey
alternative is a thesaurus (a dictionary of synonyms, now included in most word
processing software): it can offer you a host of choices, but you run a fairly high
risk of choosing an inappropriate word. If you go the thesaurus route, check the
word you select in the dictionary. The best dictionary for the job, by the way, is
the Oxford English Dictionary, which commonly goes by its initials, OED.
Available in every library reference collection and usually online at colleges and
universities as well, it provides historical examples of how every word has been
used over time.

Frankly, many of the most common diction errors are caused by ignorance.
The writer has not learned the difference. between similar terms that actually
have different meanings. If you confuse “then” and “than,” or “infer” and

.~
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“imply,” you will not convey the meaning that you intend, and you will probably
confuse your readers and invite them to question your control of language.
Getting the wrong word is, of course, not limited to pairs of words that are
spelled similarly. A notorious figure is widely but unfavorably known, whereas a
famous person is usually recognized for accomplishments that are praiseworthy.
Referring to a famous person as notorious—a rather comic error—could be an
embarrassing mistake. Take the time to learn the differences among seemingly
similar words.

A slightly less severe version of getting the wrong word occurs when a writer
uses a word with a shade of meaning that is inappropriate or inaccurate in a par-
ticular context. Take, for example, the words “assertive” and “aggressive.” Often
used interchangeably, they don’t really mean the same thing—and the difference
matters. Loosely defined, both terms mean “forceful.” But “assertive” suggests
being “bold and self-confident,” whereas “aggressive” suggests being “eager to
attack.” In most cases, you compliment the person you call assertive but raise
doubts about the person you call aggressive (whether you are giving a compli-
ment depends on the situation: “aggressive” is a term of praise on the football
field but less so if used to describe an acquaintance’s behavior during conversa-
tion at the dinner table).

One particularly charged context in which shades of meaning matter to many
readers involves the potentially sexist implications of using one term for women
and another for men. If, for example, in describing a woman and a man up for
the same job, we referred to the woman as aggressive but the man as assertive, our
diction would deservedly be considered sexist. It would reveal that what is per-
ceived as poised and a sign of leadership potential in a man is being construed as
unseemly belligerence in a woman. The sexism enters when word choice sug-
gests that what is assertive in a man is aggressive in a woman.

In choosing the right shade of meaning, you will get a sharper sense for the
word by knowing its etymological history—the word or words from which it
evolved. In the preceding example, “aggressive” derives from the Latn “aggressus,”
meaning “to go to or approach”; and “aggressus” is itself a combination of “2d,” a
prefix expressing motion, and “gradus,” meaning “a step.” An aggressive person,
then, is “coming at you.” “Assertive,” on the other hand, comes from the Latin
“asserere,” combining “ad” and “serere,” meaning “to join or bind together.” An
assertive person is “coming to build or put things together”—certainly not to
threaten.

Try this 10.3: Playing with Etymology

One of the best ways to get yourself to pay attention to words as
words is to practice making fine distinctions among related words,

as we did with “aggressive” and "assertive.” The following exercise
will not only increase your vocabulary but also acquaint you with that
indispensable reference work for etymology, the Oxford English
Dictionary (OED).

Look up one of the following pairs of words in the OED. Write down

the etymology of each word in the pair, and then, in a paragraph for

. ,words from your readm yfora course, and submlt them to thls exermse.

each, summarize the words’ linguistic histories—how their meanings

"' have evolved across time. (The OED’s examples’of how the word has ‘

been used over time will be helpful here. )

expllcatellmphcate

'ordlnaI/ordlnary
V nduce/conduc:ve

for that matter, any key{,f

WHAT'S BAD ABOUT "GOOD"” AND “BAD" (AND OTHER BROAD,
JUDGMENTAL TERMS)

Vague evaluative terms such as “good” and “bad” can seduce you into stopping
your thinking while it is still too general and ill-defined—a matter discussed at
length in Chapter 1 in the section entitled “The Judgment Reflex.” If you train
yourself to select more precise words whenever you encounter “good” and “bad”
in your drafts, not only will your prose become clearer but also the search for
new words will probably start you thinking again, sharpening your ideas. If, for
example, you find yourself writing a sentence such as “The subcommittee mnade
a bad decision,” ask yourself why you called it a bad decision. A revision to “The
subcommittee made a shortsighted decision” indicates what in fact is bad about
the decision and sets you up to discuss why the decision was myopic, further
developing the idea.

Be aware that often these evaluative terms are disguised as neutrally descrip-
tive ones—“natural,” for instance, and “realistic.” Realistic according to whom,
and defined by what criteria? Something is natural according to a given idea
about nature—an assumption—and the same goes for “moral.” These are not
terms that mean separately from a particular context or ideology (that is, an
assumed hierarchy of value). Similarly, in a sentence such as “Society disapproves
of interracial marriage,” the broad and apparently neutral term “society” can
blind you to a host of important distinctions about social class, about a particular
culture, and so on.

CONCRETE AND ABSTRACT DICTION

At its best, effective analytical prose uses both concrete and abstract words.
Simply defined, concrete diction evokes: it brings things to life by offering your
readers words that they can use their senses upon. “Telephone,” “eggshell,”
“crystalline,” “azure,” “striped,” “kneel,” “flare,” and “burp” are examples of
concrete diction. In academic writing, there is no substitute for concrete lan-
guage whenever you are describing what happens or what something looks
like—in a laboratory experiment, in a military action, in a painting or film
sequence. In short, the language of evidence and of detail usually consists of
concrete diction.
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Concrete diction evokes: it'brings things to life by offering your
‘readers words they can use their senses upon. =~ o

By contrast, abstract diction refers to words that designate concepts and
categories. “Virility,” “ideology,” “love,” “definitive,” “desultory,” “conscien-
tious,” “classify,” and “ameliorate” are examples of abstract diction. So are
“democracy,” “fascism,” “benevolence,” and “sentimentality.” In academic writ-
ing, by and large, this is the language of ideas. We cannot do without abstract
terms, and yet writing made up only of such words loses contact with experience,
with the world that we can apprehend through our senses.

The line between abstract and concrete is not always as clear as these
examples may suggest. You may recall the concept of the ladder of abstraction
that we discuss in the section entitled “Generalizing” in the first chapter. There
we propose that abstract and concrete are not hard-and-fast categories so much
as a continuum, a sliding scale. Word A (for example, “machine”) may be more
abstract than word B (“computer”) but more concrete than word C
(“technology”).

Just as evidence needs to be organized by a thesis and a thesis needs to be
developed by evidence, so concrete and abstract diction need each other.
Use concrete diction to illustrate and anchor the generalizations that abstract
diction expresses. Note the concrete language used to define the abstraction
“provinciality” in this example.

There is no cure for provinciality like traveling abroad. In America the
waiter who fails to bring the check promptly at the end of the meal we rightly
convict for not being watchful. But in England, after waiting interminably for
the check and becoming increasingly irate, we learn that only an ill-mannered
waiter would bring it without being asked. We have been rude, not he.

In the following example, the abstract terms “causality,” “fiction,” and “con-
junction” are integrated with concrete diction in the second sentence.

According to the philosopher David Hume, causality is a kind of fiction
that we ascribe to what he called “the constant conjunction of observed
events.” If a person gets hit in the eye and a black semicircle develops under-
neath it, that does not necessarily mean the blow caused the black eye.

A style that omits concrete language can leave readers lost in a fog of
abstraction that only tangible details can illuminate. The concrete language
helps readers see what you mean, much in the way that examples help them
understand your ideas. Without the shaping power of abstract diction, however,
concrete evocation can leave you with a list of graphic but ultimately pointless
facts. The best writing integrates concrete and abstract diction.
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Try this 10.4: Recasting the Diction

Compose a paragraph using only concrete diction and then one
using only abstract diction. Compare results with another person
who has done the same task, as this can lead to an interesting discus-
~ sion of kinds of words, where they reside on the ladder of abstraction,

~ and why. : '

Try this 10.5: Replacing Abstract Assertions with
Concrete Details

Rewrite the sentences listed below, substituting more concrete lan-
guage and/or mare precise abstractions, Support any abstractions
- you retain with appropriate detail. Just for the challenge, try to
rewrite so that your sentences include no abstract claims; that is, use

“only concrete details to convey the points.

It was a great party; everybody had fun.
‘It was a lousy party; everybody disliked it.
‘The book was really boring. ‘
The film was very interesting.

His morals were questionable.
~‘Social Security is not an entitlement.
'He became extraordinarily angry.

LATINATE DICTION

One of the best ways to sensitize yourself to the difference between abstract and
concrete diction is to understand that many abstract words are examples of what is
known as Latinate diction. This term describes words in English that derive from
Latin roots, words with such endings as “~tion,” “~ive,” “~ity,” “-ate,” and “~ent.”
(Such words will be designated by an L in the etymological section of dictionary
definitions.) Taken to an extreme, Latinate diction can leave your meaning vague
and your readers confused. Note how impenetrable the Latinate terms make the
following example:

The examination of different perspectives on the representations of
sociopolitical anarchy in media coverage of revolutions can be revelatory of
the invisible biases that afflict television news.

This sentence actually makes sense, but the demands it makes upon readers
will surely drive off most of them before they have gotten through it. Reducing
the amount of Latinate diction can make it more readable.

R
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Because we tend to believe what we see, the political biases that afflict
television news coverage of revolutions are largely invisible. We can begin to
see these biases when we focus on how the medium reports events, studying
the kinds of footage used, for example, or finding facts from other sources
that the news has left out.

Although the preceding revision retains a lot of Latinate words, it provides a
ballast of concrete, sensory details that allows readers to follow the idea.
Although many textbooks on writing argue against using Latinate terms where
shorter, concrete terms (usually of Anglo-Saxon origin) might be used instead,
such an argument seems needlessly limiting in comparison with the advantages
offered by a thorough mixture of the two levels of diction. It’s fine to use
Latinate diction; just don’t make it the sole staple of your verbal diet.

Try this 10.6: Distinguishing Latinate from
Anglo-Saxon Diction
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Select a paragraph or two from one of your papers and identify the :
Latin and Anglo-Saxon diction. Actually mark the draft—with.an L
‘or an A, with a circle around one kind of word and a'square:around
the other. Then find Anglo-Saxon substitutes for Latinate terms and
~ Latinate substitutes for Anglo-Saxon terms if you can (with the help of
a dictionary and perhaps a thesaurus). [deally, you might then do a final
~ revision in which you synthesize the best from both paragraphs to
arrive at a consummate revision of your original paragraph. -

USING AND AVOIDING JARGON

Many people assume that all jargon—the specialized vocabulary of a particular
group—is bad: pretentious language designed to make most readers feel inferior.
Many writing textbooks attack jargon in similar terms, calling it either polysyllabic
balderdash or a specialized, gatekeeping language designed by an in-group to keep
others out.

In many academic contexts, jargon is downright essential. It is
conceptual shorthand. :

Yet, in many academic contexts, jargon is downright essential. It is conceptual
shorthand, a technical vocabulary that allows the members of a group (or a disci-
pline) to converse with one another more clearly and efficiently. Certain words
that may seem odd to outsiders in fact fanction as connective tissue for a way of

thought shared by insiders. The following sentence, for example, although full
of botanical jargon, is also admirably cogent:

in angiosperm reproduction, if the number of pollen grains deposited on
the stigma exceeds the number of ovules in the ovary, then pollen tubes may
compete for access to ovules, which results in fertilization by the fastest grow-
ing pollen tubes.

We would label this use of jargon acceptable, because it is written, clearly, by
insiders for fellow insiders. It might not be acceptable language for an article
intended for readers who are not botanists, or at least not scientists.

The problem with jargon comes when this insiders’ language is ostensibly
directed at outsiders as well. The language of contracts offers a prime example of
such jargon at work.

The Author hereby indemnifies and agrees to hold the Publisher, its
licensees, and any seller of the Work harmless from any liability, damage, cost,
and expense, including reasonable attorney’s fees and costs of settlement, for
or in connection with any claim, action, or proceeding inconsistent with the
Author’s warranties or representations herein, or based upon or arising out of
any contribution of the Author to the Work.

Run for the lawyer! What does it mean to “hold the Publisher . . . harmless”?
To what do “the Author’s warranties or representations” refer? What exactly is
the author being asked to do here—release the publisher from all possible law-
suits that the author might bring? We might label this use of jargon obfuscating;
although it may aim at precision, it leaves most readers bewildered. Although
average readers are asked to sign them, such documents are really written by
lawyers for other lawyers.

As the botanical and legal exainples suggest, the line between acceptable and
obfuscating jargon has far more to do with the audience to whom the words are
addressed than with the actual content of the language. Because 1nost academic
writing is addressed to insiders, students studying a particular area need to learn
its jargon. Using the technical language of the discipline is a necessary skill for
conversing with others in that discipline. Moreover, by demonstrating that you
can “talk the talk,” you will validate your authority to pronounce an opinion on
matters in the discipline.

Here are two guidelines that can help you in your use of jargon: (1) when
addressing insiders, use jargon accurately (“talk the talk”); and (2) when address-
ing outsiders—the general public or members of another discipline—either
define the jargon carefully or replace it with a more generally known term,
preferably one operating at the same level of formality (which is to say that you
would not substitute “gut” for “abdominal cavity”).

As the anecdote in the accompanying “Voices from Across the Curriculum”
box illustrates, questions of jargon—which are also questions of tone—are best
resolved by considering the particular contexts for given writing tasks.
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{OICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM
When to Use and Not Use Jargon

| worked for the Feds for many years before seeking the doctorate. My job
required immense amounts of writing: reports, directives, correspondence,
and so forth. But, on a day-to-day basis for almost seven years | had to write
short "write-ups” assessing the qualifications of young people for the Peace
Corps and VISTA programs. I'd generate “list-like,” “bullet-like” assessments:
“Looks good with farm machinery, has wonderful volunteer experience, would

be best in a rural setting, speaks French.” But | had to conclude each of these
_assessments with a one-page narrative. Here | tended to reject officious gov-
ernmentese for a more personal style. I'd write as | spoke. Rather than "Has an

inclination for a direction in the facilitation of regulation,” I'd write “Would be

very good directing people on projects.” I'd drop the “-tion” stuff and write in

“speak form,” not incomplete sentences, but in what | call “candid, personal”

style. | carry this with me today.
~Frederick Norling, Professor of Business

THE POLITICS OF LANGUAGE

We cannot leave the domain of style without reflecting on its place in what we
might label the culture of inattention and cliché that surrounds us. To make this
move is to acknowledge that style has political and ethical implications. A little
over a half-century ago, in his famous essay “Politics and the English Language,”
George Orwell warns of the “invasion of one’s mind by ready-made phrases . . .
[which] can only be prevented if one is constantly on guard against them.” The
worst modern writing, he declares, “consists in gumming together long strips of
words which have already been set in order by someone else, making the results
presentable by sheer humbug.”

Insofar as style is an expression of the writer’s self, Orwell implies (1) we are
under attack from broad cultural clichés and sentimental nostrums that do our
thinking for us, and (2) it is thus a matter of personal integrity and civic respon-
sibility to ask ourselves a series of questions about the sentences that we write.

What am | trying to say? What words will express it? What image or idiom will
make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an effect?[. . .] Could | put it
more shortly? Have | said anything that is avoidably ugly?”

Words watter. They matter in how we name things, in how we phrase
meanings—Dbut also in how we are shaped by the words we read and hear in the
media. Words don't siinply reflect a neutral world that is out there in some
objectively hard way that offers self-evident meanings we can universally agree
upon. Words don't reflect—they constitute; they call the world into being. They
call us into being when we write them.

Earlier in this chapter we noted, for example, that the decision to call a
woman “aggressive” as opposed to “assertive” matters. There are examples all
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?round you of language creating rather than merely reflecting reality. Start look-
ing for these on the front page of your newspaper, in political speeches, in adver-
using, even in everyday conversation. Does it ma tter, for instance, that there are
no equivalents to the words “spinster” or “whore” for men? Does it change
things to refer to a bombing mission as a “containment effort” or, by way of con-
trast, to call an enthusiastic person a “fanatic”?

An article a few years back in the journal Foreign Affairs by Peter van Ham
.(October 2001) offers one last dispatch from the frontier of the culture of
Inattention and cliché. The article is about the rise of the so-called brand state—
about how nations market themselves not only to consumers but to other
nations. A brand, defined as “a customer’s idea about a product,” is a powerful
tool to replace what a thing is with what other people, for reasons of their own
would have you think it is. ‘This is the world we inhabit, and style can be its’
adversary or its accomplice. In the last analysis, that's what’s at stake in choosing
to care about style.

@ ASSIGNMENT: Style Analysis

Write a paper that analyzes the style of a particular group or profession (for
example, sports, advertising, bureaucracy, show business, or music reviewing). Or
as an a.lt.ernative, adopt the voice of a member of this group, and write a parody
tha.t critiques or analyzes the language practices of the group. If you choose (orare
assigned) the latter, be aware that there is always a risk in parody of belittling in an
unduly negative way a style that is not your own.

Obviously, you will first need to assemble and make observations about a
number of samples of the style that you are analyzing or parodying. Use the
Method to help you uncover the kinds of words that get repeated, the most com-
mon strands, and so forth. Look at the level of formality, the tone, the use of
concrete and abstract diction, and the predilection for Latinate as opposed to
Anglo-Saxon words. Who’s writing to whom about what, and so what that the
writing adopts this style? -

Also, see the assignments at the end of Chapter 11. p

| |- Remember that revision is not merely cosmetic: to change the words is
to change the meaning.

2. Striv‘e for distance on your own prose as you edit for diction: place your-
§ self in the position of the audience. Is the tone appropriate to the
rhetorical context?

d§ 3. There are always shades of meaning. Strive to choose the best—the
most accurate and appropriate—word for the situation. When in doubt,

consult etymology, the history of the word, as the most reliable guide to
its usage.

N
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‘Style:'Shaping Sentences
(and Cutting the Fat)

i e

hen you write, you build. Writing, after all, is also known as

composition—from the Latin compositio, meaning "made up

of parts.” We speak of constructing sentences and paragraphs and

essays. The fundamental unit of composition is the sentence. Every

sentence has a shape, and learning to see that shape is essential to

editing for style. Once you can recognize the shape of a sentence, you
can recast it to make it more graceful or logical or emphatic.

A sentence is a pathway to having ideas. Recasting sentences is thus not just
a stylistic practice, but a thinking practice. The way a sentence is structured
reveals a way of thinking. Casting and recasting sentences in different words
and in different shapes helps you experiment with the way you arrive at
ideas, with the path you characteristically take.

Whether we recognize it or not, most of us have a “go to" sentence—the
sentence shape we repeatedly go to as we write and talk. If a person’s “go
to"” sentence takes the form “Although , the fact is that !
we might see that person as inclined to qualify his or her thoughts
("Although”} and as someone who is disinclined to immediately impose his
or her ideas on others (“the fact that” comes in the second half of the sen-
tence, where it gets a lot of emphasis but is also delayed and qualified by
the sentence’s opening observation).

When you read something, you should be looking for the writer’s “go to”
sentence and considering what it might reveal about his or her characteris-
tic ways of thinking. As a regular practice, select one sentence in whatever
you are reading that you think is typical of that writer's way of putting sen-
tences together. Then ask yourself why this type of sentence is appropriate
to the kind of thinking going on in the reading, how it can be seen as doing
what it describes.

Then find your own “go to” sentence. What does it reveal to you about how
you think?
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A. HOW TO RECOGNIZE THE FOUR BASIC SENTENCE SHAPES

Style, defined in Chapter 10, has to do with choices—the choices a writer makes
about how to express something. But these decisions can be realized only if you
can recognize and use the basic building blocks of composition. Although many of
these building blocks are named in the rest of the chapter, you inay encounter
some terms you're not sure about. If that happens, consult the “Glossary of
Grammatical Terms” at the end of Chapter 14. (In particular, see entries for the
following terms: clause, conjunction, conjunctive adverb, coordination, direct object,
phrase, preposition, subject, subordination, and verbals.)

Every sentence is built upon the skeleton of its independent clause(s), the subject
and verb combination that can stand alone. Consider the following four sentences:

Consumers shop.
Consumers shop; producers manufacture.

Consumers shop in predictable ways, so producers manufacture with different
target groups in mind.

Consumers shop in ways that can be predicted by such determinants as income
level, sex, and age; consequently, producers use market research to identify dif-
ferent target groups for their products.

Certainly these four sentences become progressively longer, and the informa-
tion they contain becomes increasingly detailed, but they also differ in their
structure—specifically, in the number of independent and dependent clauses
they contain. Given that the sentence is the fundamental unit of composition,
you will benefit immensely, both in composing and in revising your sentences, if
you can identify and construct the four basic sentence types.

THE SIMPLE SENTENCE

"The simple sentence consists of a single independent clause. At its simplest, it con-
tains a single subject and verb.

Consumers shop.

Other words and phrases can be added to this sentence, but it will remain
simple so long as “Consumers shop” is the only clause.

Most consumers shop unwisely.

Even if the sentence contains more than one grammatical subject or more
than one verb, it remains simple in structure.

Most consumers shop unwisely and spend more than they can afford. [two verbs]
Both female consumers and their husbands shop unwisely. [two subjects]

The sentence structure in the example that uses two verbs (“shop” and “spend”)
is known as a compound predicate. "The sentence structure in the example that uses
two subjects (“consumers” and “husbands”) is known as a conspound subject. If, how-
ever, you were to add both another subject and another verb to the original simple
sentence, you would have the next sentence type, a compound sentence.

THE COMPOUND SENTENCE

The compound sentence consists of at least two independent clauses and no subordi-
nate clauses. The information conveyed in these clauses should be of roughly equal
importance.

Producers manufacture, and consumers shop.
Producers manufacture, marketers sell, and consumers shop.

As with the simple sentence, you can also add qualifying phrases to the compound
sentence, and it will remain compound, as long as no dependent clauses are added.

Consumers shop in predictable ways, so producers manufacture with different
target groups in mind.

Consumers shop recklessly during holidays; marketers are keenly aware of this fact.

Note that a compound sentence can connect its independent clauses with
either a coordinate conjunction or a semicolon. (The primary use of the semi-
colon is as a substitute for a coordinate conjunction, separating two independent
clauses.) If you were to substitute a subordinating conjunction for either of these
connectors, however, you would have a sentence with one independent clause
and one dependent clause. For example:

Because consumers shop in predictable ways, producers manufacture with dif-
ferent target groups in mind.

This revision changes the compound sentence into the next sentence type,
the complex sentence.

THE COMPLEX SENTENCE

The complex sentence consists of a single independent clause and one or more
dependent clauses. The information conveyed in the dependent clause is subordi-
nated to the more important independent clause (a matter we take up in more
detail momentarily under subordination). In the following example, the subject
and verb of the main clause are underlined, and the subordinating conjunctions are
italicized:

Although mail-order merchandising—which generally saves shoppers money—

has increased, most consumers still shop unwisely, buying on impulse rather

than deliberation.

"This sentence contains one independent clause (“consumers shop”). Hanging
upon it are two introductory dependent clauses (“although merchandising has
increased” and “which saves”) and a participial phrase (“buying on impulse”). If
you converted either of these dependent clauses into an independent clause, you
would have a sentence with two independent clauses (a compound sentence) and
a dependent clause. In the following example, the subjects and verbs of the two
main clauses are underlined, and the conjunctions are italicized:

Mail-order merchandising—which generally saves shoppers money—has
increased, but consumers still shop unwisely, buying on impulse rather than
deliberation.

N
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“ . clause) over another (in the subordinate clause), and that your compound-
co :_plex sentence |s capable of handhng and organl ing c0mp|eX|ty e

This revision changes the complex sentence into the next sentence type, the
compound-complex sentence.

THE COMPOUND-COMPLEX SENTENCE

The compound-complex sentence consists of two or more independent clauses and
one or more dependent clauses.

Consumers shop in ways that can be predicted by such determinants as income
level, sex, and age; consequently, producers use market research that aims to
identify different target groups for their products.

"This sentence contains two independent clauses (“consumers shop” and “pro-
ducers use”) and two dependent clauses (“that can be predicted” and “that aims”).

Try this 11.1: Composmg the Four Sentence Shapes

mation, that your complex sentence emphasnz; 3 onethlng (m the main .

B. COORDINATION, SUBORDINATION, AND EMPHASIS

A clause is a group of words containing a subject and a predicate. The syntax of a
sentence can give your readers cues about whether the idea in one clause is equal to
(coordinate) or subordinate to the idea in another clause. In this context, grammar
operates as a form of implicit logic, defining relationships among the clauses in a
sentence according to the choices that you make about coordination, subordination,
and the order of clauses. In revising your sentences, think of coordination and
subordination as tools of logic and emphasis, helping to rank your meanings.

COORDINATION

Coordination uses grammatically equivalent constructions to link ideas. These ideas
should carry roughly equal weight as well. Sentences that use coordination con-
nect clauses with coordinating conjunctions (such as and, but, and or). Here are two
examples.

Historians organize the past, and they can never do so with absolute neutrality.

Homegrown corn is incredibly sweet, and it is very difficult to grow.
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If you ponder these sentences, you may begin to detect the danger of the
word and. It does not specify a precise logical relationship between the things it
connects but instead simply adds them.

Notice that the sentences get more precise if we substitute bur for and.

Historians organize the past, but they can never do so with absolute neutrality.
Homegrown corn is incredibly sweet, but it is very difficult to grow.

These sentences are still coordinate in structure; they are still the sentence
type known as compound. But they achieve more emphasis than the and ver-
sions. In both cases, the #ut clause carries more weight, because but always intro-
duces information that qualifies or contradicts what precedes it.

REVERSING THE ORDER OF COORDINATE CLAUSES

In both the #nd and but examples, the second clause tends to be stressed. The rea-
son is simple: the end is usually a position of emphasis.

You can see the effect of clause order more starkly if we reverse the clauses in
our examples.

Historians are never absolutely neutral, but they organize the past.
Homegrown corn is very difficult to grow, but it is incredibly sweet.

Note how the meanings have changed in these versions by emphasizing what
now comes last. Rather than simply having their objectivity undermined
(“Historians are never absolutely neutral”), historians are now credited with at
least providing organization (“they organize the past”). Similarly, whereas the
previous version of the sentence about corn was likely to dissuade a gardener
from trying to grow it (“it is very difficult to grow”), the new sentence is more
likely to lure him or her to nurture corn (“it is incredibly sweet”).

Nonetheless, all of these sentences are examples of coordination because the
clauses are grammatically equal. As you revise, notice when you use coordinate
syntax, and think about whether you really intend to give the ideas equal weight.
Consider as well whether reversing the order of clauses will more accurately
convey your desired emphasis to your readers.

Try this 11.2: Rearranging Coordinate Clauses

Rearrange the parts of the following coordinate sentence, which is
composed of four sections, separated by commas. Construct at least
three versions, and jot down how the meaning changes in each version.

| asked her to marry me, two years ago, in a shop on Tremont
Street, late in the fall.

Then subject two sentences of your own, perhaps taken from your
papers, to the same treatment. Make sure to describe how the mean-
ing changes in each case, because it will get you accustomed to seeing
the effects of the rearrangings.

N
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SUBORDINATION

" In sentences that contain subordination, there are two “levels” of grammar—the

nain clause and the subordinate clause—that create two levels of meaning. When
you put something in a main clause, you emphasize its significance. When you put
something in a subordinate clause, you make it less important than what is in the
main clause.

As noted in the discussion of complex sentences, a subordinate clause is linked
to a main clause by words known as subordinating conjunctions. Here is a list of the
most common ones: after, although, as, as if, as long as, because, before, if; rather
than, since, than, that, though, unless, until, when, where, whether, and while. All of
these words define something in relation to something else:

If you study hard, you will continue to do well.
You will continue to do well, if you study hard.

In both of these examples, #f subordinates “you study hard” to “you will continue
to do well,” regardless of whether the #f clause comes first or last in the sentence.

REVERSING MAIN AND SUBORDINATE CLAUSES

Unlike the situation with coordinate clauses, the emphasis in sentences that use
subordination virtually always rests on the main clause, regardless of the clause
order. Nevertheless, the principle of end-position emphasis still applies, though to
a lesser extent than among coordinate clauses. Let’s compare two versions of the
same sentence.

Although the art of the people was crude, it was original.
The art of the people was original, although it was crude.

Both sentences emphasize the idea in the main clause (“original”). Because
the second version locates the “although” clause at the end, however, the subor-
dinated idea (“crude”) has more emphasis than it does in the first version.

The end is a site of maximum emphas:s in a sentence: lf It matters a.
lot, put it last. ‘

You can experiment with the meaning and style of virtually any sentence you
write by reversing the clauses. Here, taken almost at random, is an earlier sen-
tence from this chapter, followed by two such transformations.

When you put something in a subordinate clause, you make it less important
than what is in the main clause.

Put information in a subordinate clause if you want to make it less important
than what is in the main clause.

If you want to make information less important than what is in the main clause,
put it in a subordinate clause.

COORDINATION, SUBORDINATION, AND EMPHASIS

Lan

Try this 11.3: Experimenting with Coordination,
Subordination, and the Order of Clauses

Do two rewrites of the following sentence, changmg the order of
,).clauses and,subordlnatlng or coordmatmg as you W|sh We recom-

How does ea"ch" of your revisions change the m{eaniﬂr\ngkgand kemphas,is‘?‘

PARALLEL STRUCTURE

One of the most important and useful devices for shaping sentences is parallel
structure or, as it is also known, parallelism. Parallelism is a form of symmeuy: it
involves placing sentence elements that correspond in some way into the same
(that is, parallel) grammatcal form. Consider the following examples, in which the
parallel items are underlined or italicized:

The three kinds of partners in a law firm who receive money from a case are

popularly known as finders, binders, and grinders.

The Beatles acknowledged their musical debts to American rhythm and blues,
to English music hall ballads and ditties, and later to classical Indian ragas.

There was no way that the president could gain the support of party regulars
without alienating the Congress, and no way that he could appeal to the
electorate at large without alienating both of these groups.

In the entertainment industry, the money that goes out to hire film stars or
sports stars comes back in increased ticket sales and video or television rights.

As all of these examples illustrate, at the core of parallelism lies repetition—
of a word, a phrase, or a grammatical structure. Parallelism uses repetition to
organize and emphasize certain elemnents in a sentence, so that readers can perceive
more clearly the shape of your thought. In the Beatles example, each of the prepo-
sitional phrases beginning with fo contains a musical debt. In the president
example, the repetition of the phrase no way that emphasizes his entrapment.

Parallelism has the added advantage of economy: each of the musical debts
or presidential problems might have had its own sentence, but in that case
the prose would have been wordier and the relationships among the parallel
items more obscure. Along with this economy come balance and emphasis.
The trio of rhyming words (finders, binders, and grinders) that concludes the
law-firm example gives each item equal weight; in the entertainment-industry
example, “comes back” answers “goes out” in a way that accentuates their
symmetry.

1
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Try this 11.4: Finding Parallelisms

List all of the parallelisms in the following famous passage from the
beginning of the Declaration of Independence

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created

- equal; that they are endowed by their’ Creator with certain
inalienable rights; that among these are lnfe, I|berty and the pursu1t ’
of happiness. , ,

Remember that parallelism can occur W|th clauses, phrases and
preposntlonal phrases. You might find it useful to review the entries for
these terms in the glossary in Chapter 14. After you have completed
your list, what do you notice about the way that the paraliel structures
accumulate? And what is the effect of the placement and phrasing of .
these parallelisms? In other words, try to. escnb i

_ passage develops styllstlcally

One particularly useful form of balance that parallel structure accommodates
is known as antithesis (from the Greek word for “opposition”), a conjoining of
contrasting ideas. Here the pattern sets one thing against another thing, as in the
following example:

Where bravura failed to settle the negotiations, tact and patience succeeded.

“Failed” is balanced antithetically against “succeeded,” as “bravura” against

“tact and patience.” Antithesis commonly takes the form of “if not x, at least y”
r “not x, but y.”

When you employ parallelism in revising for style, there is one grammatical
rule you should obey. kt is important to avoid what is known as faulty parallelism,
which occurs when the items that are parallel in content are not placed in the
same grammatical form.

Faulty: To study hard for four years and then getting ignored once they enter
the job market is a hard thing for many recent college graduates to accept.

Revised: To study hard for four years and then to get ignored once they enter
the job market is a hard thing for many recent college graduates to accept.

As you revise your draft for style, search for opportunities to place sentence
elements in parallel structure. Try this consciously: include and underline three
uses of it in a draft of your next writing assignment. Remember that parallelism
can occur with clauses, phrases, and prepositional phrases. Often the parallels will be
hidden in the sentences of your draft, but they can be brought out with a mini-
mum of labor. After you’ve acquired the habit of casting your thinking in paral-
lel structures, they will rapidly become a staple of your stylistic repertoire,
making your prose more graceful, clear, and logically connected.
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Try this 11.5: Correcting Errors in Parallelism

Rewrite the following examples of faulty parallelism using correct
“parallel structure. In the last of these sentences you will need to
: contemplate the thmkmg behlnd it as well as its form.

B The problems with fast food restaurants include the way workers are
‘exploited, eating transfatty acids, and that the food can damage your llver
: 2. Venus likes to play tennis and also watching baseball games. . =~ -
~ 3n the 1960s the use of drugs and being a hippie was a way for some people ,
" to let society know thelr polrtlcal views and that they were allenated from the o
mamstream : . :

C. PERIODIC AND CUMULATIVE SENTENCES: ADDING SHAPES
TO THE MAIN CLAUSE

The shape of a sentence governs the way it delivers information. The order of
clauses, especially the placement of the main clause, affects what the sentence means.

"There are two common sentence shapes defined by the location of their main
clauses; these are known as periodic and cumulative sentences.

L g e e m RS wse gwmas o emeew e e mg wems <o empe s

' The shape qf“':a sentence géyerna the n/ay it ,dkelivers inwforymation.i E

THE PERIODIC SENTENCE: SNAPPING SHUT

The main clause in a periodic sentence builds to a climax that is not completed
until the end. Often, a piece of the main clause (such as the subject) is located early
in the sentence, as in the following example.

The way that beverage companies market health—"No Preservatives,” "No
Artificial Colors,” “All Natural,” "Real Brewed"”—is often, because the product
also contains a high percentage of sugar or fructose, misleading.

We have italicized the main clause to clarify how various modifiers interrupt
it. The effect is suspenseful: not until the final word does the sentence consum-
mate its fundamental idea. Pieces of the main clause are spread out across the
sentence. (The term periodic originates in classical rhetoric to refer to the length
of such units within a sentence.)

Another version of the periodic sentence locates the entire main clause at the
end, after introductory modifiers.

Using labels that market health——such as “No Preservatives,” “No Atrtificial
Colors,” "All Natural,” and "Real Brewed"-—while producing drinks that contain
a high percentage of sugar or fructose, beverage companies are misleading.
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As was previously discussed, the end of a sentence normally receives empha-
sis. When you use a periodic construction, the pressure on the end intensifies
because the sentence needs the end to complete its grammatical sense. In both of
the preceding examples, the sentences “snap shut.” They string readers along,
delaying grammatical closure—the point at which the sentences can stand alone
independently—until they arrive at climactic ends. (Periodic sentences are also
known as climactic sentences.)

If you are revising and want to underscore some point, try letting the
" sentence snap shut upon it.

You should be aware of one risk that accompanies periodic constructions. If the
delay lasts too long because there are too many “interrupters” before the main
clause gets completed, your readers may forget the subject that is being predicated.
To illustrate, let’s add more subordinated material to one of the preceding examples.

The way that beverage companies market health—"No Preservatives,” “No
Artificial Colors,” “All Natural,” “Real Brewed”—is often, because the product
also contains a high percentage of sugar or fructose, not just what New Agers
would probably term “immoral” and “misleading” but what a government
agency such as the Food and Drug Administration should find illegal.

Arguably, the additions (the “not just” and “but” clauses after “fructose”) push
the sentence into incoherence. The main clause has been stretched past the
breaking point. If readers don’t get lost in such a sentence, they are at least likely
to get irritated and wish the writer would finally get to the point.

Nonetheless, with a little care, periodic sentences can be extraordinarily use-
ful in giving emphasis. If you are revising and want to underscore some point, try
letting the sentence snap shut upon it. Often the periodic potential will already be
present in the draft, and stylistic editing can bring it out more forcefully. Note
how minor the revisions are in the following example:

Draft: The novelist Virginia Woolf suffered from acute anxieties for most of her
life. She had several breakdowns and finally committed suicide on the eve of
World War Il

Revision: Suffering from acute anxieties for most of her life, the novelist Virginia
Woolf not only had several breakdowns but, finally, on the eve of World War i,
committed suicide.

This revision has made two primary changes. It has combined two short sentences
into a longer sentence, and it has made the sentence periodic by stringing out the
main clause (italicized). What is the effect of this revision? Stylistically speaking, the
revision radiates a greater sense of its writer’s authority. The information has been
arranged for us. After the opening dependent clause (“Suffering . . .”), the subject of
the main clause (“Woolf”) is introduced, and the predicate is protracted in a #or
only/but parallelism. The interrupters that follow “had several breakdowns” (“finally,
on the eve of World War I1”) increase the suspense, before the sentence snaps shut
with “committed suicide.”

In general, when you construct a periodic sentence with care, you can give
readers the sense that you are in control of your material. You do not seem to be
writing off the top of your head, but rather from a position of greater detach-
ment, rationally composing your meaning.

THE CUMULATIVE SENTENCE: STARTING FAST

The cumulative sentence is in many respects the opposite of the periodic. Rather
than delaying the main clause or its final piece, the cumulative sentence begins by
presenting the independent clause as a foundation and then accumulates a number
of modifications and qualifications. As the following examples illustrate, the inde-
pendent clause provides quick gramunatical closure, freeing the rest of the sentence
to amplify and develop the main idea.

Robert F Kennedy was assassinated by Sirhan B. Sirhan, a twenty-four-year-old
Palestinian immigrant, prone to occultism and unsophisticated left-wing politics and
sociopathically devoted to leaving his mark in history, even if as a notorious figure.

There are two piano concerti composed solely for the left hand, one by Serge
Prokofiev and one by Maurice Ravel, and both commissioned by Paul
Wittgenstein, a concert pianist (and the brother of the famous philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein) who had lost his right hand in combat during World War 1.

Anchored by the main clause, a cumulative sentence moves serially through
one thing and another thing and the next thing, close to the associative manner
in which people think. To an extent, then, cumulative sentences can convey more
immediacy and a more conversational tone than can other sentence shapes.
Look at the following example:

The film version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover changed D. H. Lawrence’s famous
novel a lot, omitting the heroine’s adolescent experience in Germany, making
her husband much older than she, leaving out her father and sister, including a
lot more lovemaking, and virtually eliminating all of the philosophizing about
sex and marriage.

Here we get the impression of a mind in the act of thinking. Using the gener-
alization of changes in the film as a base, the sentence then appends a series of
parallel participial phrases (“omitting,” “making,” “leaving,” “including,” “elim-
inating”) that moves forward associatively, gathering a range of information and
laying out possibilities. Cumulative sentences perform this outlining and
prospecting function very effectively. On the other hand, if we were to add four
or five more changes to the sentence, readers would likely find it tedious, or
worse, directionless. As with periodic sentences, overloading the shape can
short-circuit its desired effect.

Try this 11.6: Writing Periodic and Cumulative Sentences

If you consciously practice using periodic and cumulative construc-
tions, you will be surprised how quickly you can learn to produce
their respective effects in your own writing. You will also discover that
both of these sentence shapes are already present in your prose in

N
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-~ some undiscovered and thus unrefined way. It is often simply a case of

" bringing out what is already there. Ty i ,ing at Ie,ast one of each in B
" 'the next paper you write.
.- Toward that end, compose a snmple sentence on any subject prefer-
' ably one with a direct object. Then construct two variations expanding
. it, one periodic and one cumulative. Here, as a model, is an example
usmg the core sentence "James Joyce was a glfted singer.”

“,,Penodlc. Although known prlmarlly as one of the greatest novel- ‘
sts of the twentieth century, James Joyce, the son of alocal polit-

:,Ehlm' throughorut the career fo'rh WhICh heyls Juétly farﬁoué 7that of aff -
jnovehst . SRS

'Why do alrlmes show such mednocre fllmé"
The Abu Ghraib prison scandal rocked the nation,.” ©
Manny Ramirez and friends lifted the curse of the Bambmo

Every senator isa mllhonalre o I :

D. CUTTING THE FAT

If you can reduce verbiage, your prose will communicate more directly and effectively,

In cutting the fat, you need to consider both the diction and the syntax. When it
comes to diction, the way to eliminate superfluous words is deceptively simple: ask
yourself if you need all of the words you've included to say what you want to say.
Such revision requires an aggressive attitude. Expect to find unnecessary restate-
ments or intensifiers such as “quite” and “very” that add words but not significance.

In terms of syntax, there are a few technical operations that you can perform—
particularly on the verds in your sentences—to reduce the number of words. The
remainder of the chapter discusses these matters in more depth, but here’s a preview,

m Convert sentences from the passive into the active voice. Writing “He read the
book” reduces by a third “The book was read by him,” and eliminating the
prepositional phrase (“by him”) clarifies the relationships within the sentence.

u Replace anemic forms of the verb “to be” with vigorous verbs and direct subject—
verb-object syntax. Often you will find such verbs lurking in the original
sentence, and once you've recognized them, conversion is easy: “The
Watergate scandal was an event whose effects were felt across the nation”
becomes “Watergate scandalized people across the nation.”

e
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m Avoid unnecessary subordination. It is illogical to write, "It is true that more
government services mean higher taxes.” If “it is true,” then just write, “More
government services mean higher taxes”"—don’t muffle your meaning in a sub-
ordinate "that” clause.

Writing "He read the book” reduces by a third "The book was read
by him.”

Beyond these technical operations, perhaps the most useful way to cut the fat is
to have confidence in your position on a subject and state it clearly in your paper. A
lot of fat in essays consists of “throat clearings,” attempts to avoid stating a position.
Move quickly to an example that raises the quesdon or issue you wish to analyze.

EXPLETIVE CONSTRUCTIONS

The syntactic pattern for “It is true that more government services mean higher
taxes” is known as an expletive construction. The term expletive comes from a Latin
word that means “serving to fill out.” The most common expletives are it and there.
Consider how the expletives function in the following examples.

There are several prototypes for the artificial heart.

It is obvious that the American West exerted a profound influence on the pho-
tography of Ansel Adams.

Compare these with versions that simply eliminate the expletives.

The artificial heart has several prototypes.

The American West exerted a profound influence on the photography of
Ansel Adams.

As the revisions demonstrate, most of the time you can streamline your prose by
getting rid of expletive constructions. The “It is obvious” opening, for example,
causes the grammar of the sentence to subordinate its real emphasis. In some cases,
however, an expletive can provide a useful way of emphasizing, as in the following
example: “There are three primary reasons that you should avoid litigation.”
Although this sentence subordinates its real content (avoiding lidgation), the
expletive provides a useful frame for what is to follow.

STATIC (INTRANSITIVE) VERSUS ACTIVE (TRANSITIVE) VERBS: "TO BE”
OR "NOT TO BE"

Verbs energize a sentence. They do the work, connecting the parts of the sentence
with each other. In a sentence of the subject-verb-direct object pattern, the verb—
known as a transitive verb—functons as a kind of engine, driving the subject into
the predicate, as in the following examples.

John F. Kennedy effectively manipulated his image in the media.

Thomas Jefferson embraced the idea of America as a country of yeoman farmers.
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~ Verbs energize a sentence. A transitive verb functions as an engine,
.. driving the subject into the predicate.

By contrast, “is” and other forms of the verb “to be” provide an equal sign
betw.een the subject and the predicate but otherwise tell us nothing about the
relfluonship between them. “To be” is an intransitive verbs; it cannot take a direct
object. Compare the two preceding transitive examples with the following ver-
sions of the same sentences using forms of the verb “to be.”

John F. Kennedy was effective at the manipulation of his image in the media.
Thomas Jefferson's idea was for America to be a country of yeoman farmers.

Rather than making things happen through an active transitive verb, these
sentences let everything just hang around in a state of being. In the first version
Kennedy did something—manipulated his image—but in the second he just is (or’
was), and the energy of the original verb has been siphoned into an abstract
noun, “manipulation.” The revised Jefferson example suffers from a similar lack
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the verb that you need to substitute for “is” lurking somewhere in the sentence
in some other gramimatical form. In the preceding sentence about Kennedy,
“manipulate” is implicit in “manipulation.” In Table 11.1, each of the examples
in the left-hand column uses a form of “to be” for its verb (italicized) and con-
tains a potentially strong active verb lurking in the sentence in some other form
(underlined). These “lurkers” have been converted into active verbs (italicized)
in the revisions in the right-hand column.

If you can eliminate every unnecessary use of "to be"” in a draft, you
will make your prose more vital and direct.

Clearly, the examples in the left-hand column have problems other than their
reliance on forms of “to be”—notably wordiness. “To be” syntax tends to
encourage this circumlocution and verbosity.

Try this 11.7: Finding the Active Verb

of momentum compared with the original version: the syntax doesn’t help the
sentence get anywhere.

' Ce‘rtain situations, however, dictate the use of forms of “to be.” For defini-
‘t‘IODS m'particula.r, th.e equal sign that an “is” provides works well, For instance,
“Organic ga’rC!enmg is a method of growing crops without using synthetic fertil-
1zers or pesticides.” As with choosing between active and passive voices, the deci-
sion to use “to be” or not should be just that—a conscious decision on your part.

If you can train yourself to eliminate every unnecessary use of “to be” in a
draft, you will make your prose more vital and direct. In most cases, you will find

TABLE 11.1 Static and Active Verbs

Action Hidden in Nouns

and "to be” Verbs Action Emphasized in Verbs

The cost of the book is ten dollars.

The acknowledgment of the fact is

increasingly widespread that television
is a replacement for reading in American
culture.

The book costs ten dollars.

People increasingly acknowledge that television
has replaced reading in American culture.

A cgmputer is ostensibly a labor—saving
device—until the hard disk /s the victim of
a crash.

A computer ostensibly saves Jabor—until the
hard disk crashes.

In th_e !aying of a flagstone patio, the important
preliminary steps to remember are the
excavating and the leveling of the area and

To /ay a flagstone patio, first excavate and fevel
the area and then fillit with a fine grade of gravel.

then the filling of it with a fine grade of gravel.

Take a paper you've written and circle the sentences that rely on

forms of “to be.” Then, examine the other words in these sen-

tences, looking for “lurkers.” Rewrite the sentences, converting the

- lurkers into vigorous verbs. You will probably discover many lurkers,
and your revisions will acquire more energy and directness.

ACTIVE AND PASSIVE VOICES: DOING AND BEING DONE TO

In the active voice, the grammatical subject acts; in the passive voice, the subject is
acted upon. Here are two examples.

Active: Adam Smith wrote The Wealth of Nations in 1776.
Passive: The Wealth of Nations was written by Adam Smith in 1776.

The two sentences convey identical information, but the emphasis differs—
the first focuses on the author, the second on the book. As the examples illus-
trate, using the passive normally results in a longer sentence than using the
active. If we consider how to convert the passive into the active, you can see why.
In the passive, the verb requires a form of “to be” plus a past participle. (For
more on participles, see the “Glossary of Grammatical Terms” in Chapter 14.)
In this case, the active verb “wrote” becomes the passive verb “was written,” the
grammatical subject (“Smith”) becomes the object of the preposition “by,” and
the direct object (“The Wealth of Nations™) becomes the grammatical subject.

Now consider the activity being described in the two versions of this example:
a man wrote a book. That’s what happened in life. The grammar of the active
version captures that action most clearly: the grammatical subject (“Smith”) per-
forms the action, and the direct object (“The Wealth of Nations”) receives it, just
as in life. By contrast, the passive version alters the close link between the syntax
and the event: the object of the action in life (“The Wealth of Nations”) has
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become the grammatical subject, whereas the doer in life (“Smith”) has become
the grammatical object of a prepositional phrase.

Note, too, that the passive would allow us to omit “Smith” altogether: “The
Wealth of Nations was written in 1776.” A reader who desired to know more and
was not aware of the author would not appreciate this sentence. More troubling,
the passive can also be used to conceal the doer of an action—not “I made a mis-
take” (active) but rather “A mistake has been made” (passive).

In sum, there are three reasons for avoiding the passive voice when you can:
(1) it’s longer, (2) its grammatical relationships often reverse what happened in
life, and (3) it can omit the performer responsible for the action.

On the other hand, sometimes there are good reasons for using the passive. If
you want to emphasize the object or recipient of the action rather than the per-
former, the passive will do that for you: “The Wealth of Nations was written in
1776 by Adam Smith” places the stress on the book. The passive is also prefer-
able when the doer remains unknown: “The president has been shot!” is proba-
bly a better sentence than “Some unknown assailant has shot the president!”

Try this 11.8: Identifying Different Verb Forms

Circle and identify every verb in the paragraph below. Use the
abbreviations VA = active voice, VP = passive voice, VB = verb of -
being. This exercise will give you helpful training in identifying the
forms of verbs, so that you can see what the different forms do as well

as manipulate them more easily.

The 2004 World Series victory that was earned by the Boston Red
Sox gratified legions of fans who had suffered for many years.
Indeed, if the media were to be believed, these fans had been
mourning their unrequited fandom since 1918, when Babe Ruth
was sold to the Yankees. But all of the media hoopla about the
fact that the Sox had been victorious could not obscure the fact
that the series will not go down in history as one of the better
ones. Aside from the first game, there were no close contests.
And the usual components that go into making a series memo-
rable—extra-inning games, spectacular rallies, seesaw battles—
were sadly absent. Instead, we were left with an overdose of
media hype. Because the games were lousy, and the writers had
to write something, we just got more and more and more tired
rehearsals of the lifting of the curse. So maybe the Sox lifted the
curse, but perhaps it was laid upon the fans.

Alternatively, you might use a passage from a book you are reading
or from one of your own drafts.

Especially in the natural sciences, the use of the passive voice is a standard
practice. There are sound reasons for this disciplinary convention: science tends
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to focus on what happens to something in a given experiment, rather than on the
actions of that something. Coinpare the following sentences.

Passive: Separation of the protein was achieved by using an electrophoretic gel.
Active: The researcher used an electrophoretic gel to separate the protein.

if you opted for the active version, the emphasis would res, illogically, on the
agent of the action (the researcher) rather than on what happened and how (elec-
trophoretic separation of the protein).

More generally, the passive voice can provide a way to avoid using the pro-
noun “I,” whether for reasons of convention, as indicated earlier, or for other
reasons. For example, the following passive sentence begins a business memo
from a supervisor to the staff in her office.

The Inventory and Reprint departments have recently been restructured
and merged.

Like many passive sentences, this one names no actor; we do not know for
sure who did the restructuring and merging, though we might imagine that the
author of the memo is the responsible party. The supervisor might, then, have
written the sentence in the active voice.

| have recently restructured and merged the Inventory and Reprint departments.

But the active version is less satisfactory than the passive one for two reasons:
one of practical emphasis and one of sensitivity to the audience (tone). First, the
fact of the changes is more important for the memo’s readers than is the
announcement of who made the changes. The passive sentence appropriately
emphasizes the changes; the active sentence inappropriately emphasizes the per-
son who made the changes. Second, the emphasis of the active sentence on “I”
(the supervisor) risks alienating the readers by taking an autocratic tone and by
seeming to exclude all others from possible credit for the presumably worth-
while reorganization.

On balance, “consider” is the operative term when you choose between passive
and active as you revise the syntax of your drafts. Recognize that you do have
choices—in emphasis, in relative directness, and in economy. All things being equal
and disciplinary conventions permitting, the active is usually the better choice.

Try this 11.9: Converting Passive to Active

Identify all of the sentences that use the passive voice in one of
your papers. Then, rewrite these sentences, converting passive into
active wherever appropriate. Finally, count the total number of
words, the total number of prepositions, and the average sentence
length (words per sentence) in each version. What do you discover?
Alternatively, you could do this with the World Series example in the
previous "Try this” exercise.

For more practice, here’s another exercise. Compose a paragraph of
at least half a page in which you use only the passive voice and verbs of

N

“



292/

CHAPTER I{ STYLE: SHAPING SENTENCES (AND CUTTING THE FAT)

being, followed by a paragraph in which you use only the active voice.
Then, rewrite the first paragraph using only active voice, if possible, and
rewrite the second paragraph using only passive voice and verbs of -
being as much as possible. How do the paragraphs differ in shape,
length, and coherence? :

EXPERIMENT!

A key idea of this chapter is that there are not necessarily right and wrong choices
when it comes to sentence style but instead better and best choices for particular
situations. The from-the-hip plain style of a memo or a set of operating instruc-
tions for your lawn mower is very likely not the best style choice for a good-bye
letter to a best friend, a diplomatic talk on a sensitive political situation, or an
analysis of guitar styles in contemporary jazz.

Is style a function of character and personality? Is it, in short, personal, and
thus something to be preserved in the face of would-be meddlers carrying style
manuals and grammar guides? Well, as you might guess at this point in the book,
the answer is yes and no. We all need to find ways of using words that do not suc-
cumb to the mind-numbing environment of verbal cliché in which we dwell. It
helps then, to become more self-conscious about style and not assume that it is
inborn. Staying locked into one way of writing because that is “your style” is as
limiting as remaining locked into only one way of thinking.

This chapter has presented some terins and techniques for experimenting
with sentence styles. Equipped with these, you might profitably begin to read
and listen for style more self-consciously. Find models. When a style appeals to
you, figure out what makes it work. Copy sentences you like. Try imitating them.
Know, by the way, that imitation will not erase your own style—it will allow you
to experiment with new moves, new shapes into which to cast your words.

Try this 11.10: Finding the Representative Sentence
in a Reading

L —

As we discussed in the Quick Take for this chapter, the ability to iso-
late a characteristic stylistic passage in any writing and then analyze it
can yield privileged insights into how the writer makes meanings and
by extension, what those meanings are. Try this with any writer whose
work you are studying. Talk about particular stylistic features of diction
and syntax. How is the passage representative? What is the significance
of these representative characteristics?

/
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: OICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM
Reading Attentively to Improve One’s Style

Aside from the usual basic writing errors, the stylistic problems | most fre-

~.quently encounter in students’ papers are odd word selection and awkward
sentence structure. | think both problems find their genesis in the same
broader problem. You learn how to make telling use of the vocabulary you've

- been forced to memorize only by reading. You fashion an appealing sentence

_ based on what you've read others doing.

‘ —James Marshall, Professor of Economics

Try this 11.11: Finding Your “Go To" Sentence

Bring it all back home. Examine your own stylistic habits in diction
" but particularly in syntax. What is the favored shape with which you
~ - compose the world when you write? And once you have it, ask and

_ answer, Sowhat? A '

@ ASSIGNMENTS: Stylistic Analysis

1. Analyze the style—the syntax but also the diction—of two writers doing
a similar kind of writing; for example, two sportswriters, two rock music
reviewers, or two presidents. Study first the similarities. What style
characteristics does this type of writing seem to invite? Then study the
differences. How is one writer (Bush, Reagan, or Clinton, for example)
recognizable through his or her style?

2. Analyze your own style, past and present. Assemble some pieces you
have written, preferably of a similar type, and study them for style. Do
you have some favorite stylistic moves? What sentence shapes (simple,
compound, complex, compound-complex, highly parallel, periodic, or
cumulative) dominate in your writing? What verbs? Do you use forms
of “to be” a lot, and so forth?

3. For many people, Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address (see p. 52) is one of the
best examples of the careful matching of style to situation. Delivered
after a long talk by a previous speaker at the dedication of a Civil War
battlefield on a rainy day, the speech composed by Abraham Lincoln
(some say on the back of an envelope) is a masterpiece of style. Analyze
its sentence structure, such as its use of parallelism, antithesis, and
other kinds of repetition. Which features of Lincoln’s style seem to you
to be most important in creating the overall effect of the piece? (Or do
this with any popular journalist whom you read regularly and who you
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think has an especially effective style. Or look for another inspirational
speech and see if such occasional writing has anything in common.)

4. Do a full-fledged stylistic revision of a paper. The best choice might well
be an essay you already have revised, resubmitted, and had returned,
because in that case, you will be less likely to get distracted by conceptual
revision and so can concentrate on stylistic issues. As you revise, try to
accomplish each of the following:

a. Sharpen the diction.
b. Blend concrete and abstract diction.

c. Experiment with the order of and relation among subordinate and coor-
dinate clauses.

d. Choose more knowingly between active and passive voice.

e. Cut the fat, especially by eliminating unnecessary “to be” constructions.
f. Vary sentence length and shape.

g. Use parallelism.

h. Experiment with periodic and cumulative sentences.

i. Fine-tune the tone. P




